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The Valley of Bastian — 


The sun had risen red, the true color of mourning. 


Part One 
The Shepherd 


Prologue 
The Horde 


The Hell-knight suddenly acquiesced, dropping to one knee, and 
the Horde halted in its tracks around us. 

“What is your name?” | said. 

“| have none. The contract holder has taken it as payment for my 
release.” 

| hadn’t fooled the Damogir, and yet he had relented. | didn’t ask 
why. 

| sheathed my fang-dagger. “You are Gozan, the Shepherd. You will 
serve my House until you are given leave.” | was Firefanged, a lost 
sheep for the High Prince of Hell. Of that, | had no doubt. 

“An honor.” Hell-knights were a dry bunch, but Gozan may have 
been a desert. 

By destroying four of the five Black knights, I’d weakened the chain 
that bound the Horde. Already, a few demons at the fringes were 
wandering off in new directions. A single Hell-knight could lead the 
Horde, but it would be the sole link. Once the knight was defeated, the 
remaining demons would become rogues, scattering everywhere in 
pursuit of easier prey. The good news was that Hell-knights knew this 
and fought from the rear in any battle. 

The Order of the Vigil considered every trade-off, and | trusted the 
clearer minds of our demon-slaying faction to handle the enormous 
threat as they thought best. | also trusted Gozan to follow my orders 
without fail. 

“Take the Horde into the ruins of Trespass. Hold there for a fortnight 
before moving south into the valley and laying siege to the city of 
Bastian. If you fall, remain in this domain, and you will be honored by 


my House for your service.” 

“You seek to extend the domain of the Damogir?” 

“| seek vengeance.” 

A payment was made in power, bolstering the Hell-knight’s ability to 
control its minions. A sharp mind burned within its black-plated helm. 
That it lacked a heart was never a concern. | had met its kind before. 


Chapter 1 
Longbeard 


A family reunion should never be like this. 

It was all Raven could do to merely breathe and not break down in 
front of her father, the King of Bastian. Her husband had walked out as 
if she didn’t even exist, showing nothing and leaving everyone in the 
room appalled. Her uncle’s face seemed to say, ‘I told you so’ as he 
exchanged a glance with his brother on the throne, but no one had told 
Raven anything. Ara certainly hadn’t in their final moments together, 
not even good-bye, and she didn’t have a clue as to when he'd be 
back, if ever. 

Raven was the youngest daughter, barely twenty and a tenth the 
age of King Janus Ylamil. She was a baby in his eyes, immature, 
unblooded, and emotional, but she had grown up in the middle of a 
coldly contested court and had learned to defend herself almost as 
soon as she could walk. Her mother had made sure of that, leaving 
behind an inheritance that few would know about and even fewer 
would treasure. Through the Kjaira soul that she carried, Raven found 
herself bound to the broken heart of a demon-slayer, and in their short 
time together, she had spilled the darkest blood imaginable. 

Raven's sister, Lorna, seemed almost pleased at the thought of the 
coming challenge. She’d once helped Ara clear a Hell-cave on the 
edge of the Valley of Bastian, though neither had come out unscathed. 
Lorna viewed Ara Storm as she viewed the world; he was a rival anda 
weapon, nothing more. To Raven, Ara Storm was her world, not a 
weapon, not a threat, but a man that dealt with monsters beyond the 
nightmares of common folk and kings. Her father would most certainly 


disagree. 

‘Longbeard,’ an Elven title of respect, had been bestowed on the 
aging King by Bastian’s major elven bloodlines. It was meant to remind 
everyone of the fact that Janus Ylamil’s days were numbered, and it 
had sparked plenty of uncivil disputes among the dark elves over the 
future of their northernmost domain. More than fifty years of eager 
debate had followed, growing the king’s beard beyond all expectations, 
and thinning the ranks of the contending bloodlines to the point that an 
heir from King Ylamils House would almost certainly assume the 
throne at his passing. 

Barring a serious challenge from a more powerful House, the laws 
of the dark elves pointed to the ascension of the King’s oldest son, and 
lacking that, his oldest daughter. The fact that Ylamil had only one son 
left in line ahead of his three daughters hadn’t been missed, not by the 
king or his potential challengers. The wrangling had been bitter and 
violent, a tribute to Longbeard and the dark elves’ unbending nature. 

Ylamil’s one remaining son, Jhute, had the inside track to the 
throne, but, lacking his father’s resolve, it was still a question as to 
whether or not he had the mettle to take it. He’d been marked early on 
by Ylamil’s enemies and rarely been given a chance to experience the 
world outside the walls of Bastian. On the other hand, Jhute’s wife, 
Phaedra, was a firebrand and a political champion of her mate. The 
elven woman wouldn’t allow Janus Ylamil to forget his duty but had yet 
to succeed in securing Jhute’s official anointment as Prince Regent. 
The couple was certainly skilled in defending themselves and, in the 
coming days, would be expected to defend the Royal House from new 
threats of a darker nature. 

Tamira, Ylamil’s oldest daughter, was a gentlewoman, best fit to act 
as a counselor, not a queen. Lorna, the middle daughter, was twice 
Raven’s age and simply lethal. She led the Royal Guard and scouted 
the Valley of Bastian day and night, acting more like a sheriff than a 
princess. More than that, Lorna did whatever she was told, making her 
a favorite of many in the room. 

Khamros Ylamil, the King’s brother and Royal Counselor, was 
bound by law to serve in his current capacity for life. He’d fathered 
plenty of heir alternatives, but his direct line remained on the same 


level as the other elven Houses in Bastian when it came to succession. 
The Royal Counselor’s main concern was whether or not there would 
be a throne left to fill in the coming months with the rising threat in the 
north. The Nantine Realm had cut a contract with the Infernal Domain 
to cow its citizens and enemies alike. Dark elves were a devious 
bunch, but the use of a demonic horde was beyond anything Khamros 
had contemplated when it came to politics or war. 

To King Ylamil, there was no question that they would prevail, even 
if he had to partake in the defense of the city’s walls. Between his 
brother’s shamans, a skilled nephew known as Andarion the Blade, a 
brash human son-in-law, and two fierce daughters, Ylamil had plenty 
of deadly options to choose from in response to any coming siege. 

His daughter Raven was a rare half-elf and the black sheep of the 
family in more ways than one. Ylamil had given Raven his blackblade, 
Talon, and the painful memories needed to use it to full effect, 
although he couldn’t take all the credit for the latter. Raven’s husband 
had done more than his share in that regard. To be fair, Ara Storm had 
also provided the warning, urging Ylamil to prepare for a potential 
invasion. 

Like all of the elven blackblades, the sword Ta/on was a muted relic 
made from substances unknown and tempered by the souls of ancient 
wielders. The major bloodlines and their most skilled guards wielded 
the unbreakable blackblades as a mark of honor, standing, and skill. 
The unique appearance of each sword acted as a stark warning that 
kept less determined threats at bay. 

Dark elves prided themselves in winning without a costly fight. 
Khamros had suspicions about how much influence the young demon- 
slayer might have on the Horde’s future path. Perhaps Ara Storm’s 
control of the demon Careck would prove the trick needed to turn the 
Horde away, but it didn’t seem likely. Both the King and Khamros were 
pondering their plans. They’d been dodging this fateful moment for 
years and were finally beginning to accept the coming battle as 
inevitable. 

Raven knew all of this going in, and it helped her survive Bastian’s 
two most powerful voices after her mate had left the throne room in 
search of a caustic yet fraternal death-demon. Don’t ask. It’s what he 


does. 

“What have you done? How could you have made him an heir?” 
Khamros’s eyes remained locked on his brother, the Longbeard of 
Bastian. The counselor didn’t even try to hide his disdain, ignoring the 
rest of the hall’s chosen occupants as he pressed his stale complaint. 

“Khamros, how could | not? He was already claimed by Colivar’s 
faction of Vigils, and it was apparent from the first that he loved my 
daughter.” 

“He still does,” said Lorna Ylamil. “My little sister may have wed a 
monster, but in turn, she has been claimed by a rival House.” 

“He’s not a monster nor a rival,” Raven couldn't deny any more at 
the moment. Instead, her mind tore into the threads of her family’s 
conversation, their recent betrayal, and the choices to be made before 
the day’s end. 

King Ylamil made clear his intention, “He’s practically a dark elf in 
all his gray-laden humanity. He will strengthen our line with his insight.” 

“Only if we survive what he has planned,” said Lorna. “And only if 
we survive your mistakes.” 

The mistakes might have been judged severely, but King Ylamil 
didn’t approve of his daughter’s challenging tone. He was old but not 
too old to abide her cutting remark. That the family meeting had 
excluded his eldest son and daughter was ill-fitting, but it didn’t allow 
for dissent. 

“Lorna, please find Ara Storm and escort him to wherever Careck is 
being held. Make sure that neither of them leaves the city without my 
consent.” 

Careck was a sinister combination of death-demon and envoy from 
the Realm of Niantia. As such, it had been locked in a comfortable 
prison cell below. The rooms were built for members of the Royal 
family that got a step too far out of line. They were rarely, if ever, used. 
To do so would be a sign of weakness and a rift for their rivals to 
leverage. 

Little noticed during the family squabble, Yseria Warric crossed her 
arms and waited beside Andarion Ylamil in the background. Lacking 
the blood of the Ylamil line, she existed beneath the King’s notice, but 
her heart was with the new prince, and she would watch Ara’s back 


regardless of the family’s schemes. Her one concern was Princess 
Raven Ylamil’s loyalty and whether or not it could overcome her 
father’s strong will. 

Andarion Ylamil was Raven’s personal bodyguard. As a first cousin, 
the Blade of Bastian had plenty of standing but preferred to do his 
talking with his blackblade and piercing blue-gray eyes. Being outside 
the direct line of heirs, Andarion remained loyal to those closest to his 
heart. 

Raven glared at her father, “Should | go too? Unless things have 
changed, | am utterly unsure of my place in your court.” 

Being a half-elf and daughter of the consort to the King of Bastian, 
Raven’s Royal standing had been an issue since she’d been born. The 
fact that she had wed a human only made things more difficult, even 
after her marriage had been sealed through House Ylamil’s most 
powerful magic. By becoming a dark elf in full standing, she’d become 
an heir, but so had her husband. None of the elven Houses would 
abide such an insult. 

That the king had refused to officially anoint his successor only 
made things worse. Why was the king waiting? Why wasn’t Khamros 
more concerned about that? Where were Jhute and Phaedra? 

Raven’s husband, Ara, had thought Raven’s place was elsewhere, 
and yet he’d brought her home to Bastian for a reason. His insistence 
that the line of Ylamil take a stand and counter the Nantine Horde 
made as much sense as anything, but nobody forced a dark elf king 
into a corner without repercussions. Ara’s resolve might not be enough 
to disrupt the politics and desperation of a waning king. 

“Daughter, that was never a concern before, and with the Seal of 
Ylamil upon you, only my brother seems worried about you being 
here.” 

Khamros had had this conversation a dozen times before, and he 
downplayed the king’s vague concern, “Your Royal Counselor has 
nothing more to say on the matter of Princess Ylamil, but what do we 
do about her husband and his Infernal threats?” 

Janus Ylamil took the opening and handed it off, “What does Raven 
think we should do with Prince Ylamil-Storm?” 

King Ylamil didn’t have the standing to decide on the fate of a rival 


House, at least not without declaring war first. The dark elves had their 
own rules to follow, and this was one. By following them, Janus Ylamil 
was forcing Raven to choose a side, not knowing that her mind had 
been made up long ago. 

She didn’t hesitate, “Let him go. He has a path to follow that serves 
both of our Houses.” 

Khamros had more to say after all, “And how does alerting Niantia 
to your presence serve us?” 

Raven drew a claw-dagger from her left sleeve. “Uncle, having 
already met the Get of the Damogir, | find your concern a bit late and 
utterly misplaced.” 

Khamros darkened. “And yet you’ve brought the Damogir’s First 
Fang here, holding him captive. Our best bet is to destroy what's left of 
the fiend and burn the body before word gets out.” 

“| doubt that would prove effective in stemming the death-demon’s 
reach. Father, knowing my opinion, what do you intend to do with 
Ara?” 

“Do? Nothing. He will remain safe and sound within our walls, 
leaving the Horde blissfully unaware of your presence and without any 
motive to visit our home.” 

That the Horde would react badly to news of her presence spoke of 
another grave mistake on the part of the King, but he seemed fine with 
it. 

“Do you intend to chain Ara in place?” 

“Did he not do the same to you?” 

“From the first moment that we met,” Raven replied. “Now, | feel 
that | must set him free, or we will all pay the price. What if Ara 
promises to conceal my location from the Damogir and his minions?” 

Raven made sure to catch the eye of both the King and his brother. 
Each had their unassailable place within the world of the dark elves 
and the most influence within the city’s walls. Knamros was also in 
charge of the shamans, making him a dangerous person to cross. He 
wouldn't be a direct physical threat to anyone in the Ylamil family, but 
he could still make their lives unbearable. 

The Counselor considered her offer. “Perhaps, but | don’t have the 
same trust in the demon Careck as | would with Ara. Can he leave the 


First Fang here under guard?” 

Raven highly doubted that Khamros trusted Ara in the slightest, but 
that was a reckless point to make in front of a king with similar views. 
“You would hold the Damogir’s Get hostage? Have you not seen the 
ruins of Trespass?” 

As a sinister message to Bastian, the city of Trespass had ceased 
to exist. The Damogir had destroyed one of his own cities, clearing a 
path for the demonic Horde into the Rundil Gap and the Valley of 
Bastian. Company Storm had ridden through it on their way to Bastian 
and heard Vigil Storm’s explanation of its destruction. The demon in 
his dagger knew of the Damogir’s intentions. 

Khamros replied, “The ruins only bolster our concern about letting 
either of them go.” 

Andarion Ylamil had heard enough. “Father, you’re missing a key 
point about Careck. It isn’t a man but rather a death-demon bound to 
the will of the Damogir. Simply holding it here, you risk the Nantine 
Emperor's wrath.” 

King Ylamil was out of options, so he stuck with his first, knowing 
that Ara Storm would fight like a demon to defend his daughter. 
“Raven, if what Andarion says is true, then your husband must stay to 
defend our walls against the Horde to come. | forbid you to release 
him.” 

By blocking her mate’s path forward, Janus Ylamil failed once more 
in the eyes of his daughter. He was shirking his responsibility, dropping 
it onto the shoulders of another. 

Raven stared at the floor, knowing that she was a prisoner and a 
pawn. She turned around and held out her wrists, “Yseria, please be 
gentle with the shackles. | am home, and | have nowhere else to go.” 

Newly chained, she walked from the audience chamber, Andy and 
Yser close on her heels. The King and his brother stared as they 
exited the hall. 

“That went well,” said Janus Ylamil. 

The King had dreamt of his daughter in chains and never thought it 
would be his own doing. The elven shamans had called it prophetic, a 
form of clear sight, but Ylamil knew it for the nightmare it was and the 
future it portended. 


Khamros replied, “Why imprison the demon-slayer when we might 
need his loyalty the most?” 

“He can certainly vanquish a demon or ten, but can anyone conquer 
the Infernal Horde? No. He put chains on my daughter and, whether 
he is an heir or not, he will face the consequences.” 

“Your daughter would have him freed, even as she accepts the 
chains that hold her here.” 

“Raven must get over the scars of her exile and accept her place in 
our line. Until she does, she’s as dangerous and misguided as her 
husband.” 

“You have other daughters,” said Khamros. “Nieces and nephews, 
too.” 

Khamros had sired ten children in his many decades at his brother’s 
shoulder, and eight still survived to bolster his bloodline. While Janus 
had four surviving offspring, Khamros still had five sons, one being 
Andarion the Blade. The oldest son, Leoro, remained in Bastian, 
fathering his own heirs. Three other sons had been sent abroad. 
Distance was a balm to an overcrowded family tree, and freedom 
offered each a chance to rise or fall on their own merits. 

Janus nodded, “Careck once told me the same, and | couldn't 
disagree with the fiend. Still, I'd die before the House of Behcet laid 
one finger upon Raven. She looks far too much like her mother.” 

Khamros opted for a safer response, “Janus, | can see where 
Raven got her dramatic bent.” 

The king chuckled, “Queen Tiasa certainly made her mark.” 

Decades before, Queen Tiasa had fled Niantia in search of a safe 
haven after the arrival of its Infernal Emperor. Though human, her 
beauty had captivated Ylamil to the point that he had made her his 
consort. She hadn't lived long after the birth of her daughter, Raven. 

“Khamros, please send for Andarion. He'll take over the Bastian 
Royal Guard and lead our city’s defense. Lorna and her retinue will 
scout the passes north and south.” 

Having his own orders to dole out, Khamros offered a short bow 
and departed. 


Raven entered her suite within the Royal Keep. It was furnished as 


she had last left it, but it lacked the warmth of a home. The anteroom 
opened into a sizable bedroom with a private bath. A small window 
brought in fresh air. Exhausted and perplexed, she didn’t want to be 
here, facing the impossible. She’d done everything she could to win 
him back, to hold him at her side. Yet, as constantly filthy and broken 
as Ara was, his presence always ended her days. How could she 
sleep here, alone? 

Yseria departed, having her own special tasks to perform while 
Andy removed Raven's chains and dumped them into a chest. 

Raven remained within her personal dungeon, locked between 
walls of sorrow and confusion. “Andy, how long will he be gone?” 

“Niantia can’t be so large that he couldn’t cross it in a matter of 
weeks.” Andarion wanted to say more; he wanted to point out that they 
would be occupied with their own challenges for most of that time. 
Before they knew it, Ara would be back. 

“This last month or two, it’s been too much. | feel sick. Homesick.” 

“Where is your home, Rae?” 

She shrugged, “Beyond these walls, that’s for sure.” 


Chapter 2 
The Anvil 


“It is done,” said Andarion, his tone remained neutral in the face of 
the young woman’s somber mood. “Your company is waiting in the 
dining hall.” 

The night had been exhausting. They’d taken the first step up a 
mountain, and the air was already too thin. 

“My company?” Raven replied. 

“Company Storm is yours now, Rae. I’ve got nothing against 
Captain Hartwell, but you are its heart. You will hold us together and 
lead us home at the end of the day.” 

Her heart had departed in the middle of the night, leading his 
blighted brother away. She would have to borrow another’s resolve to 
get her through this day and the next. “Andy, please tell Juno that I’m 
on my way. Yseria, please stay for a moment and tell me of Ara’s last 
moments in captivity.” 

Having found a home outside of Bastian, Yseria had shed the 
challenging chip from her shoulder. Still, the Captain of the Storm 
House Guard struggled to bridge the gap between the two sisters-in- 
law. Trust was built, not created through the will of another, and she 
figured a bit of torment would do the fierce woman some good. 

“Last night, Careck broke his chains and attacked Ara. Your 
husband had given him a fang-dagger.” 

Raven crossed her arms and smiled, somehow seeing through the 
ploy of Saint Yseria and the dire threat she’d described. “And?” 

Yser would never lie to her, but she could take her sweet time 
relating the entire truth. “Gunner and Hicks had to carry Careck to his 


horse. He didn’t stir as they bound him to it.” 

“And Ara? Was he injured?” 

“Not physically, no, but he suffered plenty at the sight of me.” 
Unable to share her own pain at the realization, it was Yser’s turn to 
cross her arms. “His disappointment was beyond anything I’d ever 
seen, and yet, I’d give anything to see him again.” 

Raven accepted her words and held her breath for a moment, 
hoping to regain her composure. She finally offered a weak smile, “I 
feel sorry for Careck.” 

Yseria nodded, “Or anyone that gets in Ara’s way. Even Lorna 
remained clear of the Rundil Pass last night.” 

“Did he leave any word for me before he left?” 

“He asked me to make sure you made it out of here alive.” Yseria 
didn’t know if that counted. 

Raven fell back on her defiant self, “My father wouldn't allow 
anyone to touch me, and besides, | can defend myself.” She was 
correct on both counts but lacked a critical third. 

Yseria didn’t argue. Instead, she handed over a leather purse. “This 
is yours. Ara didn’t want you to have any reason to stay here any 
longer than necessary.” 

Raven inspected a pouch filled with finely cut diamonds. The gift 
lacked malice, but its effect on Raven was clear. The message was 
received, and she felt like puking on the king’s ransom, or at least that 
of an elven princess. She handed it back. 

“Yser, | appreciate you receiving it first and turning the point of the 
sentiment. Andarion is now in charge of defending the city-state. You 
are in charge of defending everyone in Company Storm. We will follow 
your word when it comes to our well-being, allowing that my husband 
might have other ideas for us all.” 

“He’s my brother. | will forgive him for leaving and for whatever he 
sends our way.” Saint Yseria wanted Raven to do the same before the 
Black Wind arrived and began gnawing at their souls. 

Raven shrugged. 

Yseria knew the look and took her time returning the diamonds to 
her shoulder pack. “Raven, | will walk the path with you when the time 
comes. Don’t leave me behind.” 


As with every king, Raven’s father had the bigger appetite and 
would demand to be served first. It was also a question of reach. 
Janus Ylamil only ruled within the small, secluded valley. His 
controlling nature hemmed him in, leaving the king focused on his 
bloodline and the walls of Bastian. In a way, it was a prison for the 
most dangerous of the dark elves. 

Raven resisted the urge to object to Yseria’s offer and gave a quick 
nod toward the door, “Company Storm awaits us.” 


Captain Juno Hartwell rarely lacked an air of confidence. Being 
hosted in a contentious, foreign city-state and cut-off from a Vigil with 
local standing had left them all waiting for answers. Andarion, his 
blade-master and sparring partner, had been tasked by the elven king 
with the defense of Bastian but had offered nothing when it came to 
the position of Company Storm and their demon-fighting expertise. The 
arrival of Raven Ylamil-Storm, even in her exhausted state, gave the 
captain hope. 

“Raven, please sit with us. Yseria, too.” 

Raven smiled at the large gathering around her. “Yseria is now 
Captain of the Storm House Guard. Ara paid a handsome price for her 
services, or so I’ve been told.” 

More than fifty men, sentinels backed by a handful of elite scouts 
and Paladins, waited for word of their plight. Only a few in the hall 
knew Raven, the House Guard, or the two inquisitors and their 
bodyguards. All present were well-trained and dedicated to the fight. 
Given enough direction and respect, they would fight to the last man or 
woman. 

Paladin Walker Grey stood up, raising his mug of coffee and 
shouting to the room at large, “Captain Yseria Warric!” 

As one, the mass of Company Storm echoed his shout, completely 
embarrassing the lithe dark elf and brightening her platinum blonde 
curls. Walker Grey was a legend among the faction of Paladins that 
served the Order of the Vigil. He went wherever needed and found 
himself completely at ease in their difficult situation. 

Grey was an admirer of Raven and a close friend of Yseria. He 
needled her as only a friend could, “How much did Yser cost? | sure 


hope Ara paid by the pound.” 

“A princess’s ransom,” said Raven. “And worth every gem. Yseria is 
in charge of Storm Company security and calls the shots when it 
comes to guarding our lives. Captain Hartwell remains the company 
second and is in charge of spending our lives wisely in the destruction 
of the coming Horde. Andarion Ylamil, my cousin and bodyguard, has 
been tasked by the King with the defense of Bastian. He has accepted 
the position, Knowing it will allow us to best serve as the anvil on which 
the demons will strike.” 

Scout-sergeant Mott Duncan didn’t hesitate to test Raven’s mettle. 
“Will we be allowed outside the walls to scout the valley and the 
passes?” 

Raven looked at Andarion, “Andarion Ylamil, | offer the services of 
Vigil Storm’s Company in defense of Bastian and its surrounding 
estate.” 

Surprisingly, nobody questioned her right to do so. Mott Duncan 
only nodded and waited for the formality’s completion. 

Andarion replied carefully, “As commander of Bastian’s defense, | 
accept your offer and recognize your captains’ authority. At this point, 
we know little in terms of the potential threat headed our way, but we 
will trust in the words of Vigil Storm and the trouble he is sure to find. | 
ask that you help us prepare.” 

“Thank you, cousin. Mott and Cillian are tasked with ranging south 
through the passes in search of Vigil Snow’s forces. Paladins, please 
work with Captain Hartwell on how to best cover the walls. The rest of 
the scouts will report to Yseria.” 

“And what will you do, Rae?” 

“| will act as Storm Company Champion and liaison to the King.” 

“In that case, be gentle,” said Andarion. 

“Not with me,” said Walker Grey. “Ber’y/ likes it a bit rough.” His 
eager smile was meant to cheer up the somber woman. 

Raven’s world had become beyond rough, and she needed a 
distraction. “Master Grey, as much as I'd like to sate your sword’s lust, 
I’ve got a far more fitting mission for you.” 

“North?” 

“Yes. My husband has gone into Niantia, and now so must you. 


Please scout the land around Trespass and report back to me as you 
see fit.” 

“Would you like me to track Vigil Storm?” 

“No. He has his own path and his brother along to share it.” 

Grey frowned, “Careck isn’t really his brother. It's only a demon- 
ridden shell.” 

“As is your hellsword. Good company is important, is it not?” 

“Quite. | will leave in the morning.” 

Andarion offered his respect, “Walker, be careful. Don’t end up on 
the far side of the Horde. If you arrive back in time, you will be given 
the honor of holding our northern wall.” 

Grey nodded and looked to Juno Hartwell, “Captain, stay off of your 
horse for this one. Ride the high walls instead. Ber’y/ thinks that the 
Hellion’s share of trouble is on the way.” 

“Well noted, Paladin. Andarion, where can we help?” 

Andarion was more blade-master than demon-fighter, but he’d 
fought his share of the Black. “Has the Horde ever been known to lay 
siege to a city?” 

“Not in the classical sense,” said Juno. “It will surround a city and 
feed off the occupants. Properly guided, they will rush the walls. They 
will attack at night and are in the main impervious to arrows and fire, 
meaning they will reach the tops of the walls before you can land an 
axe or longsword to kill them.” 

“And what is the largest Black legion that the Order of the Vigil has 
ever faced?” 

“Five or six hundred is rare, but Ara seemed to think that the Horde 
roaming the Nantine plains was at least that size based on the number 
of Hell-knights present. Supposedly, there are five that steer it.” 

“How would Ara know this?” 

“His imbued dagger is somehow connected to the Damogir. Ara 
referred to the nearest Infernal mob as ‘the Damogir’s Horde’ as if 
there were more than one horde in Niantia.” 

“Well, we have smooth walls to protect us, and my cousin, with all 
her natural beauty, is present to lure it in. If Lord Snow can arrive 
through the southern passes in time, we could trap it between us and 
annihilate it.” 


Juno’s hand reached back to caress the hilt of his sword, a 
hellblade named Kol’rigan. “| dare say, that is the most obvious plan 
and one that the Horde will certainly look to counter given a skilled 
enough general.” 

Andarion had lived most of his life within the Valley of Bastian. “Our 
walls are high, and our gates are narrow; our options are few. We are 
best suited to defend, and as Walker pointed out, we'll leave our 
horses stabled inside, closest to the southern gates.” 

“| agree,” said Juno. “The Horde can maneuver as easily at night as 
in the middle of the day. It could turn upon our relief force and 
annihilate them first, or it could overrun our walls and destroy Bastian 
before any opposing force could react. Either outcome would be a 
disaster.” 

Sentinel Brandon Hicks was a member of the Storm House Guard. 
He usually caught on before the others, and this was no exception. 
“So, you’re saying that we’re the ones caught in the trap?” 

“Unless King Ylamil decides to abandon Bastian, we're nothing 
more than the bait. It all comes down to the size of the Horde and its 
Hell-knight contingent.” 

“What if we ambushed its generals?” said Andarion. 

Juno shook his head. “Unleashing the Horde too soon could be a 
tremendous disaster. We must reduce it and trap it in place before 
making an attack on its Hell-knights. It is the Order's most stringent 
doctrine when it comes to minimizing rogues.” 

“But it can be done?” 

“Andarion, Hell-knights lead from the rear. We’d need our horses 
and a big enough distraction to keep the mass of demons at bay, and it 
would still be a suicide mission.” 

“A trap within a trap within a trap?” 

“Yes,” Walker Grey and Juno Hartwell responded in unison. 

Raven couldn’t help but wonder at her cousin’s line of questioning. 
Certainly, her father had been offering his own take on their defense. 
“Andy, you have the expertise of Company Storm at your disposal. 
Heed it and respect it.” 

Andy smiled at Raven’s assertiveness, knowing it to be her truest 
path forward. “Is that an order, Rae?” 


“We are all of Company Storm,” Raven replied, daring Andarion to 
contradict her. When he didn’t, she continued, “Captain Hartwell will 
have command of the north wall. Yseria will be his second and Walker 
Grey his third. Andy and | will cover the east. Company Storm will 
defend the north wall while Andarion and the elves of Bastian cover 
the eastern battlement. There is an adjoining tower as a rallying point 
between us. Depending on its size, an army coming out of the Rundil 
Gap to the northeast could choose to scale one or both walls, but | 
don’t see it trying to maneuver to scale all four.” 

Andarion took the hint that he was looking for all along. He was still 
a loyal member of Company Storm, and his heart belonged to his 
younger cousin. “Thank you, Rae. The Bastian Guard will help cover 
those walls and the curtain walls south and west. We have several 
hundred spear-blades to back you, and we expect the city’s major 
Houses to offer their own resources once a clear threat is sighted. Until 
then, we will begin bolstering the night watches and wait for news from 
Lorna, Walker, and Mott.” 


The exact site of the City-State of Bastian was originally chosen for 
the bedrock that supported its outward-curving walls. It had taken the 
elves decades to carve the escape tunnels beneath the city, and 
enemy sappers would find any attempt at breaching from below to be 
hellishly difficult. Furthermore, the walls had been chiseled smooth, 
leaving little in the way of handholds for elves or other humankind to 
scale. 

The city’s outer gates were positioned at each cardinal point on the 
wall, offering narrow and deep passages through the thick stone walls. 
As strong points to defend, they limited any sallies or counterattacks 
that might occur during a siege. The dark elves would make the cost 
severe for anyone that would dare attack the seat of King Janus 
Ylamil. 

After her last foray into the Rundil Gap, Lorna Ylamil had returned 
with word of the Horde’s arrival and its daunting size. However, she 
hadn’t been sure of its reason for halting among the ruins of Trespass. 
As far as she could tell, the chaotic mass was locked in a struggle for 
direction, even as the Black Wind swept south into their valley. 


Though he’d never admit it out loud, King Ylamil knew that the 
Horde’s collision course with the walls of Bastian would be as much his 
own fault as anyone else’s. One way or the other, the coming battle 
would signal a changing of the guard in the northern realm of the dark 
elves. The King had a will of iron to ensure they persevered. 

Hell-knights, the alpha demons that maintained the direction and 
cohesion of the Infernal Horde, held their own sway and were viciously 
tough to take down. Lacking a complex will of their own, the lesser 
demons tended to follow the Infernal generals’ commands without 
argument or hesitation. There was never any question of morale in an 
army of the Unreal, only hunger and supply, making it an almost 
perfect weapon. 

King Janus Ylamil had a single trump card to play. With Ta/on in her 
hands and a Kjaira soul wrapped around her heart, Raven Ylamil could 
destroy the Black knights and scatter the Infernal flock to the corners 
of the continent. As Royal plans go, it was perfect in its simplicity and 
self-serving nature, but it lacked plenty when it came to the long-term 
consequences for the line of Ylamil. 


Chapter 3 


The Hammers 


Ber’yl often led Walker Grey towards trouble, offering the Paladin a 
constant companion beyond his imbued hellsword. In Grey’s mind, 
trouble was a welcome sight right up until he met its big brother. The 
Black Wind had reached him two days ahead of the Horde as it 
tramped south toward Trespass and Bastian. 

“Niantia is well and truly fethed,” the Paladin muttered to his sword 
as much as himself. Taking the risk of being cut off, he had moved 
northwest, plowing through the psychic miasma in an attempt to get a 
better view and size up the Horde. “Let’s call it eleven hundred. | hope 
Vigil Snow brought an extra army with him.” 

Ber’yl responded, “You have a good eye. Take note that a single 
Hell-knight holds it together.” 

“Only one alpha?’ 

“Yes.” 

Grey chuckled to himself, “Where was Cynan Black when you 
needed him?” 

The existence of a single alpha was a surprise and a dangerous 
lure, especially for the dark elves. Walker Grey would have to guard 
that fact carefully when he returned, but with the elves’ keen eyesight, 
it might not remain a secret for long. 

“Four missing Hell-knights,” said Grey. “How could that be?’ 

Ber’yl gave its expert opinion, “A Kjaira made its mark on the 
Horde.” 

The Horde rolled forward steadily, making a beeline for the 
Trespass bridge located twenty miles to the southeast. It contained the 


usual diverse mix of Infernal minions. What Grey found strange was 
the way it seemed to huddle in a tight mass around its center, as if it 
were a family of hogs feeding from a single trough. 

“Perhaps that was the motive, after all,” thought Grey. “Niantia is ill- 
equipped to confront the Damogir’s Horde, so why not send it into 
Bastian where there is a chance of destroying it? To fight it in the open 
plains would be a disaster for the Order of the Vigil.” 

“| was created for such a challenge. Be glad that we have met.” 

“Are there any other sights in Niantia that we should check out 
before we head back?’ 

“Can't you feel it? We are on the far edge of an Infernal cyclone. It 
turns with epic slowness, drawing in the realm’s energy, both light and 
dark. Even the Horde is not immune to its appetite. By moving farther 
south, it escapes the plague.” 

“The Infernal plague is a cyclone?” 

‘All Infernal domains have a cycle at their core. Decades in the 
making, this one is young, barely a seedling, and yet you can feel its 
hunger from here.” 

“Why don’t we feel it in Bastian?” 

‘It is tied to the Realm of Niantia. If the Horde vanquishes the dark 
elves, then the plague’s reach will spread further. It curses all that the 
Damogir has conquered.” 

“Shall we stay here and enjoy it further?’ The Paladin lived for the 
challenges that the Black forces supplied and carried an almost 
boundless, if not suicidal, energy in his pursuit of the enemy. 

“You forget yourself and your mission. | would prefer that you avoid 
becoming ruined like the land around us.” 

“Ber’yl, if | didn’t know better, I’d say that you cared.” 

“A knight must favor its horse.” 

“Bah, don’t give Rosie any ideas.” Walker Grey chuckled again, 
steering his horse south. 


The Horde settled into the ruins of Trespass, a fitting spread for 
chaos. The Black Wind pointed dead south, running through the Rundil 
Pass. It announced the Horde’s intentions to the city beyond. Following 
orders, Gozan held its flock in place for a fortnight. The Infernal 


general knew that watchers scouted from the hills on the far side of the 
river and did its best to keep out of sight among the few walls that 
remained standing. 

For Gozan, the fortnight was an eternity. The Black mass milled 
about, tasting the distant energy from the valley to the south and 
brushing against the knight, exchanging their fury for the impetus to 
act. Holding the Horde in place was a strain on the Hell-knight, but 
once the legion began to move, guided by the Black Wind, its burden 
would ease. 

Making use of the self-imposed delay, spider-demons and feral-ants 
snuck into the gap at night. As the sappers and scouts of the Infernal 
army, the Horde’s many-legged fiends burrowed themselves into the 
earth, working their way slowly up the valley in a bid to go undetected. 
Some returned bearing information. Others did not. 

A sizable army of humans, not elves, had been spotted at the far 
end of the valley, a few miles beyond the stone-walled city. While it 
added to the complexity of the coming battle, it didn’t deter the general 
at all. The greater the foe, the more dark energy the Black Wind would 
harvest from the souls of the enemy. Gozan intended to guide the 
Horde to its target and release them with a purpose. As things stood, 
the alpha could almost taste the victory and the pain that would come 
with it. 


Lorna Ylamil spoke with a frustrated tone, “The Horde continues to 
reside in Trespass. We only dare scout it by day. It could spit out a 
swarm of fiends and run us down at any moment.” 

Andarion and Raven stood at Lorna’s side. Circling the King’s 
meeting chamber, several siblings and cousins absorbed the latest 
news. As one, the lines of Bastian gathered to plan the coming 
defense as was their right. King Ylamil listened as his brother Khamros 
dissected Lorna’s latest report. 

“Any sightings within the valley?” 

“A night patrol killed a demon-ant as it circled our walls last night.” 

“Our walls? Right outside the city?” 

“Yes. It was an easy kill. The demon almost seemed drunk on the 
Black Wind that howls around us.” 


“Are there others?” 

“Most certainly, but they aren't hindering our movements.” 

“Any more clarity on the number of Hell-knights?” 

“No. We’ve only ever seen one at a time, but they could be hiding 
their true number. It’s what I’d do.” 

King Ylamil took note of Lorna’s words and moved on to another 
important concern, “Raven, what are Vigil Snow’s plans for the 
Colivarian contingent?” 

“Besides scouting the Horde, the Order remains ensconced in the 
foothills to the south. Lacking your permission to enter Bastian in full or 
to build their own fortifications, they are seriously considering falling 
back to a more defensible position in the Everest Mountains.” 

“They would leave us to fend for ourselves?” 

“The Colivarian faction has already supplied one Vigil Company in 
defense of this city. Why should they sacrifice more of their most 
valuable troops?” 

Based on the immense size of the threat, the word sacrifice was not 
open for debate. 

Khamros interjected, “We are only the first line of defense. If we fall, 
the next battle will be in Colivar, where the ground may not be so 
level.” 

Raven knew better, “There is nothing level about Bastian except 
perhaps the valley floor. Our walls appear smooth from the outside, but 
they won’t fool anyone for long, and certainly not the Horde.” 

Being trapped in this deceptive city, she’d suffered the cold stares 
of her father and his advisor for weeks. It was all she could do to avoid 
marching Company Storm out of the gates while the way was still 
open. Crews were rolling boulders into place, reinforcing the narrow 
portals further. 

Raven’s comment brought titters to the lips of her older cousins. 
They’d enjoyed seeing the toll the Infernal threat was having on her 
demeanor. They felt the pall’s distant tug at their souls but had 
sloughed it off as merely a malaise, one far less annoying than their 
half-breed cousin. 

King Ylamil had heard enough, “Raven, please stay. Everyone else 
is excused.” 


Even Khamros left, shaking his head. Raven stood, stifling any 
further show of emotion. 

“You'd rather not be here.” It wasn’t a question by the King, nor was 
it an accusation. It was simply an observation by a weary father. “And 
yet you are.” 

“| could say the same to you,” Raven replied. Certainly, her father 
didn’t want to end his days within such a maelstrom of chaos and 
despair. “Why do you choose to linger on?” 

Janus Ylamil stood and guided his daughter to a small table, one 
normally used by scribes, and took a seat. “Some say love is a 
choice.” 

“Who says?” 

“Fools, perhaps. Certainly, no one would choose that which causes 
so many so much pain.” Ylamil decided on honesty for once, “I can 
understand the Damogir's decision to trade his soul away. Even now, 
the Black Wind scratches at the ties that bind us together. Without our 
truest connections, we would be free of its grasp. We would be 
untouchable.” 

To Raven, the word was a harsh reminder of her reality. 
“Untouchable. Is that what | was to you?” 

“Yes. You are right in thinking that I’d rather be gone, but that hasn’t 
stopped me from doing what must be done. | have chosen to act to 
preserve our bloodline. That wayward husband of yours follows his 
own destiny, curse him, but he sees things more clearly than me.” 

“Did you ever love my mother?” 

The King ignored the brazen question, “Your mother was also 
cursed. She saw the truth, and she acted with certainty. After you were 
born, she told me what she would do, and | begged her to choose a 
different path. | even blamed you for it. You’re my daughter, and yet | 
couldn’t even look at you for years afterward. It wasn’t an accident that 
your cousin Andarion raised you the way he did. He knew that you had 
been abandoned and needed protection from those that mattered 
most.” 

“This isn’t about Andarion. This is about you.” 

“It is about all of us as we grow up and one day realize that our 
world isn’t about freedom of choice or desire. It is about being and 


acting with certainty based on who and what we are. | was given two 
centuries to learn a lesson that most acquire in a few decades.” 

Raven had had only two decades to decipher the puzzles of life, 
and she struggled with her fathers meaning. There was a barrier 
between them, one of deeply shattered trust. 

“What did he see so clearly?” she asked. 

“Who?” 

“Ara.” 

“He saw the scion of Queen Tiasa, abandoned in the mountains of 
the lower Everest, and he acted, rescuing her from a pack of rogue 
demons and a despot that had thrown her away to save his own skin.” 

“lam not my mother.” 

“No, but you are her daughter, and you carry her heart far more 
than you carry mine. You just haven't realized it yet.” 

“| don’t want to be like you.” 

“Then be glad. And know that your husband isn’t anything like me 
either. He has seen past the false choices I’ve made and seeks to 
correct them.” 

“Then why did he leave me? Am | not real?” 

“Did you think for one moment that he wanted to go? You didn’t see 
his face like | did that night. If | recall, you two couldn’t even look at 
each other. That was the real reason | had him locked up, knowing 
how it would break both of your hearts to be separated again.” 

“You were doing us a favor?” 

Ylamil relented, smiling at her insight and sticking with the truth, 
“No. Not really. | could also see how he would be gone by morning, no 
matter what. It was never my place to change his path, though he 
seems hell-bent on changing mine.” 

“It’s about time someone tried.” 

“Don't be too hard on Khamros. He does his best.” 

“He'd prefer me dead.” 

“He sees you as a threat to our city and our line. | tried to make 
amends by giving you the Royal seals, and afterward, well, let’s just 
say, he objected most severely. Now, | fear he may have been right.” 

Raven balked at that idea, “A threat is meaningless. It is an illusion 
that fades with time. Only actions can truly mold our reality.” 


“Are you prepared to prove Khamros wrong?” 
“How?” said Raven. 
“Tell me what you know about the Horde.” 


On the Horde’s tenth and final day in Trespass, riders were spotted 
to the north. Human scouts were a familiar sight on the Nantine plains. 
They didn’t linger, and Gozan gave them little heed. 

At dusk, Gozan relented, releasing a wave of his quickest scouts 
and compelling the Horde to begin its trek southward. Following the 
lesser demons and the Black Wind, Gozan strode into the Rundil River 
Pass. A fortnight in the ruins of Trespass had given him time to 
prepare for the coming siege and rue the warlord that had given him 
his name. To Gozan the Shepherd, his new title was overly apt and 
perhaps a bit too clever in its intent. Sure, the Hell-knight led from 
behind as any seasoned shepherd would. It allowed him to keep an 
eye on the entire flock, but the name assumed a great deal about his 
plan for the coming siege. 

The capital of the Dark Elves was an unbreakable anvil to the eyes 
of any amateur that looked, yet it was the Hell-knight’s sworn goal. As 
the Infernal army emerged into the valley at dawn, it spread out ina 
deep line facing the city to the southwest. The chaotic mass found a 
modicum of order within its ranks as it advanced. Giant ants led the 
way, followed by muscular lizard-men. They were the slowest yet 
strongest of the demonic menagerie. Ignoring the human army that 
stirred farther to the south, Gozan pointed the Horde toward the city’s 
tall walls. 


Captain Mold Ballard met the Nantine column at the ancient stone 
bridge. “Captain Dawe, please hold here until General Lorus arrives.” 

Captain Anzor Dawe didn’t need to be told twice. The bridge would 
offer a natural point of defense and allow the long column to rest while 
the officers decided on the plan of action. Dusk was emerging, and 
there would be no sense in crossing the bridge and pitching camp in 
the putrid ruins of Trespass. 

Dawe was rare among those that saw the road ahead. His 
eagerness was masked by fatigue and concern for his regiment. He 


called a general halt and sent squads to collect water from the cool 
river. Suitably filthy from the past week’s march, the lead regiment of 
heavy foot soldiers had fared better than most in terms of road dust. 

Dawe had known Ballard, the captain of scouts, as an independent 
yet reliable sort. He gave his reply, “You’re not going to leave us to do 
the dirty work alone, are you, Captain Ballard?” 

“That's up to General Lorus, but whether or not | survive the coming 
battle, you won't find me complaining.” 

The Nantine general rode up, “Captain Ballard, loitering around 
Trespass?” 

“General Lorus, my squad scouted five miles into the Rundil Gap 
this afternoon, finding only alien tracks and an eerie silence. The 
Horde passed through it last night.” 

“Entirely?” 

“By their rate of march, I’d say they reached the valley no later than 
midday today.” 

“Then they’ll begin their attack tonight,” said Lorus. “We’re running 
late.” 

General Adwain Lorus was proud of his command. Their 
performance on the march was superb, training even as they strode 
through the central plains of Niantia. No one looked back toward the 
distant safety of the Queen’s Hold and the comfort of a familiar 
barracks. Instead, they marched with a momentum that was precious 
to their survival. If they didn’t catch up with the Horde in a timely 
manner, it could turn and annihilate them all. 

Lorus had read the reports covering an earlier massacre in the Akio 
Valley far to the east. The Nantine Vanguard Army, a significantly 
larger force than his own, had been caught unawares as it marched in 
a long column on the road into Fugaku. It had been stripped of its 
scouts and utterly destroyed by a far smaller demonic force, waiting in 
ambush. 

The general wouldn't be taken by surprise. He knew the threat 
ahead, and he’d positioned his strongest troops, the heavy infantry 
regiments, at the front of the column. They alone bore the heavy 
shields needed to form a shield wall and resist the demons’ deadly 
fangs and claws. They’d drilled as they marched and knew their lives 


depended on it, practicing changing ranks, formations, and facings in 
frantic succession. The officers led from the front of each regiment, 
and only their louder voices set them apart from the rank and file. 

The change in sides had altered the general’s outlook on 
everything. Before, their trip to oblivion had been distant yet inevitable. 
Now, standing on the river's edge, there was a chance of escape for a 
few among them. Either way, General Adwain Lorus found himself 
ready to take the next step. There would be no heroes this time 
around, only survivors if they were fortunate, and he was certain 
momentum would make the difference. 

Ballard replied, “What are your orders?” 

“Captain Ballard, you will lead a single squad through the pass 
tonight. Walk your horses when it gets too dark, but traverse the pass 
and give us some idea of what to expect when we emerge tomorrow 
morning. Leave the rest of your company encamped here on this side 
of the bridge as our rear guard.” Lorus skipped the mention of rally 
points and retreat. If it came to that, the battle, if not the war, would 
have already been lost. 

Ballard saluted and reclaimed his horse. 

Eyeing the colonels and captains that led his brigades, Lorus 
continued, “Give the men one hour to eat and rest. After that, we must 
steal a march and catch those fethers when they least expect us.” 

The Nantine Guard Army was cutting things close as it formed a 
column of march, crossed the ancient bridge, and entered the Rundil 
Pass. General Lorus figured they were at most a day behind and 
hoped the Horde was relying on its own momentum to keep it occupied 
on the walls of Bastian. The vast majority of his two thousand men 
were on foot, with only the company of light cavalry to scout ahead or 
behind. They’d marched for a week, many dreading the task ahead, 
but for once, the officers were locked into their mission and made sure 
the troops followed suit. 

Knowing that lighter demons could easily jump his front lines, Lorus 
backed his heavy foot regiments with long-bladed spearmen and kept 
a space of twenty yards between units. In their lighter armor, the 
spears were far more vulnerable than most and yet more lethal to the 
enemy. 


It was simple math. The Nantine Guard Army had a two-to-one 
advantage in numbers and had to keep a kill ratio that left enough of 
them alive at the end of the battle to tell the tale. If they didn’t have 
help, well, Lorus had seen what the Horde could do to entire cities and 
far larger numbers of defenders. Demons were multipronged weapons, 
and they didn’t fall easily. The general didn’t share the odds he’d 
calculated with anyone. Whatever fate’s decision, it would surely come 
quickly for most. 


Chapter 4 
The Impact 


The invisible pall rose like an unstoppable wave. Climbing over 
walls and through windows, it smothered the city of Bastian. 

“Misery,” said Janus Ylamil. “In all my long life, I’ve never felt such 
misery and despair. What does it mean?” 

Khamros felt it, too. “It is simply a sign of the Horde’s arrival. They 
say the Black Wind leads the way to its mark.” 

“Who says?” 

“The shamans.” 

“And what do they say we should do about it?” 

“They suggest moving underground where its effects are muted.” 

“Khamros, I’m not dead yet, nor is this city. Please let the Royal 
shamans know that they can postpone my burial for another day.” 

“As you say, Janus, but we were warned.” 

“Feth that. Knowing ahead of time doesn’t ease the effects. How are 
our preparations? Are we ready to fight?” 

Andarion stepped forward, “Based on Lorna’s latest count, the 
Horde appears to be more than a thousand strong and well-controlled.” 

“Well-controlled? What does that mean?” said Ylamil. 

“It is being held on a tight leash. According to Captain Hartwell, the 
demonic ranks are far more compact and organized than is usual for a 
demonic force. He expects the attack to occur around midnight when 
the pall and the demons’ focus are most severe.” 

“How will the Order of the Vigil respond to that? Their night vision is 
a fraction of ours.” 

“We will light fires atop and outside our walls when the attack 


begins, giving them a beacon to follow should they choose to heed it.” 

“And if they don’t?” said Khamros. 

“If they don't, it will prove that they are smarter than we think, and in 
that case, we will have to hold out until dawn. | have asked Raven to 
tell them as much.” 

Khamros wore a ‘You did what?’ expression but kept his lips sealed. 
To rely on outside help was a sign of weakness to the dark elves. The 
King would never listen to him again if he pressed for the Order of the 
Vigil forces to sacrifice themselves. 

Ylamil nodded his assent at Khamros’s tight-lipped demeanor. 
“Andarion, do you carry any news that might lift our spirits?” 

“Only that the Horde has but one Hell-knight. | am told it would 
normally have five or more for a gathering of this size.” Andarion 
stopped there, knowing better than to guess why. 

It all pointed back to Vigil Storm and the reason for the Horde’s 
arrival in the first place. 

King Ylamil focused on the weakness, knowing how he would 
exploit it. “What does that mean?” 

“It might explain the Horde’s cohesive nature, having a single mind 
to guide it, but it also offers a single link to cut in the chain that holds it 
all together.” 

“Andarion, do you intend to sever it?” 

“The forces from Colivar contain troops specially trained to do 
exactly that. Vigil Snow will know when to use them. We must keep the 
Horde at bay tonight and see where we are with the dawn.” 


Gozan hadn't forgotten the organized presence on his left flank. The 
enemy waited more than a mile away in the foothills to the south. With 
dusk receding into night, the aloha demon could sense their hesitation, 
an all too human trait. They were afraid of the dark and the monsters 
that roamed within it. They wouldn't be a threat until dawn. 

The ground inside the valley was level and well-prepared with roads 
and fallow fields. Little could hinder the Hellions in their advance as 
they followed the Black Wind. Only Gozan could hold them back. The 
force on his left seemed to know this and kept its distance. They 
couldn’t come any closer without the risk of being overrun. Such was 


the size and power of the Horde. The city was the bait, and knowing 
the military value of the more distant prize, Gozan sought to draw them 
in. 

The Horde was weaker during the day; each demon was less 
focused, more distracted by its hunger, but never hesitant to its 
commands. The warlord had seen to it, filling Gozan with the Fury 
necessary to feed his flock and control their charge. 

An hour past midnight, lured by the fears and anger of the 
occupants within the city, the Hell-knight released the ants. Scores of 
the demonic, cattle-sized creatures crisscrossed the nearest stone 
tower and sheer-stone walls, clawing and gouging new holds into the 
smooth, gray granite for the waves that would follow. Within the 
confines of a siege, the multi-legged Hellions were invaluable as both 
sappers and shock troops. Known for their ability to methodically 
tunnel, the ant-demons weren't as slow as they appeared. Across 
open ground, they could almost match the horses of the humans for 
straight speed and generated enough momentum to barrel through an 
enemy shield wall. Gozan gave them the honor of leading the night’s 
attack. 

The ant-demons began the siege by anchoring themselves onto the 
outer wall, acting as a distraction and a threat. From vertical perches 
on the wall, the eight and ten-legged beasts feasted upon the fear and 
madness that the Black Wind created. For hours, the ants chipped and 
pitted the smooth stone wall and plundered the growing terror within. 
They offered the waves of demons that followed a handhold or ledge 
from which to climb upward. The bows of the elves seemed to be of 
little use in dislodging the beasts, though a few fiends had responded 
by charging upward. 

Unfortunately for the defenders, Gozan’s next wave wasn’t nearly 
as passive. Enemy bonfires flared above and below the walls, beacons 
to highlight the charging waves of Infernal lizard-men. These were the 
true shock troops, strong and hard to kill with claws fit for climbing raw 
stone. They ran right through the fires, charring their skin and raising 
their temperament to a smoking frenzy. The Hellions’ screams of 
agony had an instant effect on the defenders atop the walls as the 
more muscular shapes shrieked their way up. 


“Feth, what is that?” Yseria covered her ears, trying to mask the 
tortured sound. 

Another ant-demon crested the wall to her left, its head immediately 
splitting in two. Walker Grey removed both halves from its body and 
kicked it back down the wall. 

“Ber’yl says it’s a warning that the elves should heed. Leave the 
lizard-men for the sentinels’ heavy axes.” 

With the walled city of Bastian being sited on the western side of the 
valley, Company Storm held the top of the north-facing curtain wall 
while the elves, wielding long-bladed spears and two-handed sabers, 
covered the east. Juno Hartwell had planted himself on the end of the 
wall nearest the tower that separated the two key battlements. Flanked 
by sentinels and Paladins, Sevin Martell, Yseria Warric, and Paladin 
Grey braced themselves nearer the center of the long north wall. 
Raven and Andarion led the defense of the eastern wall, waiting for the 
Horde’s first aggressive wave and knowing that the elves’ lighter 
frames and weapons were about to be sorely tested. 

To Raven and Andarion, the night’s slow start was anything but 
promising. Dawn was still hours away as a wave of smoking lizard- 
kings scrambled their way to the top of the battlement, vaulting the 
parapets to land among the elven defenders. With spiked tails and 
claws strong enough to grip stone, the lizard-men spun, attacking in all 
directions. Dozens were incapacitated in moments, tossed backward, 
broken, or impaled. The dark elves scattered and dodged, slashing 
wherever they could as they tried to regroup, but the impact was 
evident, and their lighter frames were unable to break the momentum 
of the muscular, thick-skinned demons. 

Raven withstood the weight of the elemental rage that topped the 
east wall. She’d fought demons before and had even taken down Hell- 
knights, but this was something more. The elves’ mounting losses 
stunned her. The Kjaira within her reacted, shifting the balance of 
control and tightening its grip on her heart. She had no choice. 

Wielding an ancient blackblade, a cyclone of death burst forth into 
the melee on the east wall. Raven flowed outward from the northeast 
tower, killing the slower Infernal creatures with an unreal ease. Her 


two-handed blade went for a kill with every swing while the awareness 
of her inner Kjaira kept her beyond the teeth and tails of the tough- 
skinned fiends. 

Andarion didn’t try to follow Raven. The battlements nearest the 
tower were the focal point of the Horde’s attack and a growing mess to 
navigate. The demons that dared to challenge it quickly lost their 
heads to Talon’s long reach, and the Kjaira’s presence pushed back 
against their weak minds, leaving the beasts distracted and confused. 
Even the surviving elves noticed the incarnation of death and backed 
away. 

For the first time in her life, Raven felt like she was losing herself. It 
had all been too much, the loss that she’d experienced, the 
inhumanity, and the loneliness. The inner demon moved of its own 
accord, protecting her from the talons and teeth of the vicious devils, 
yet it couldn't shield her from the heartbreak and loss of her unending 
war. She moved like the abandoned daughter of a dark elf king, like an 
Infernal weapon. She peered through another's eyes at the growing 
destruction around her and felt her soul being ridden away. 

Had her mother viewed the world with the same abandonment? 
Had Queen Tiasa sacrificed herself for her daughter’s protection? Or 
had she simply been human and run in fear from a Black power far 
beyond her means to overcome? On the battlements atop the east 
wall, death was the only answer. 


The northern exposure hosted its own hellish melee. Company 
Storm began its defense on more even footing with the lizard-kings. 
With steel-plated shields to block spiked tails and heavy axes to lop off 
anything within reach, the Paladins and sentinels fought on against an 
overwhelming foe. The lizard-men were harder to kill than the ants and 
seemingly immune to pain. The thick sinews and hides of the demons 
slowed the defenders’ blows, leaving the men open for counterstrikes 
whenever they attacked. A sentinel would make a kill and lose his arm 
before he could pull it back. Shields as much as axes ruled the night, 
and men fought in teams hewing and blocking as one. 

Yseria Warric fought in a frenzy from the shadow of Walker Grey, 
always checking the parapet for new arrivals and listening to the 


veteran warriors ongoing conversation with his sword. Sevin Martel 
held the wall-top to her left. Sevin’s knack for meeting the next threat 
was almost as good as Grey’s. Walker's hellsword, Ber’yl, acted as a 
shield and sword, always anticipating the next strike. The two-handed 
blade was heavy enough to cleave cleanly through whatever it faced. 
The reach of Yseria’s blackblade kept the big man’s flank clear, or at 
least distracted, as she clipped the spikes from the lizards’ incoming 
tails. 

It was a growing nightmare. The defenders did their best to kill the 
lizards before they reached the level battlements, but the wave of 
attackers seemed endless, even more so near the tower, and it 
devoured the strength of everyone on the northern wall. 

Sevin Martell wielded a masterwork, a heavy axe that he’d named 
after his girlfriend Hart. Sevin had a knack for anticipating an 
opponent’s next strike, but it was his grip on the weapon that kept him 
in place on the wall, fighting for all he was worth. He knew that if they 
didn’t destroy the current wave, the next would flood into the city 
behind them. There, Inquisitor Hart Storm waited, guarded by a few 
members of the Storm House Guard. Hart wouldn’t evacuate, even 
when Inquisitor Jillian Stone decided to ride south in search of Vigil 
Stone and his company. Left behind by her Vigil, Hart Storm had 
nowhere else to go, and neither did Sevin. 

Flanked by his two bodyguards, Captain Juno Hartwell growled as 
his hellsword Kol’rigan cleaved another demon’s head from its torso. 
The hellswords of the three sentinels were well-suited for the 
onslaught, and the blades seemed to grow sharper with each Infernal 
kill. 

Seely Lankes slipped into a gap on Juno’s right, punching out with 
his shield at the next fiend and driving it back. “What did you say?” 

Juno yelled, “Ten! Start moving back!” 

Captain Hartwell turned toward the tower’s opening, ten paces 
away, and caught another demon as it hopped over the wall. It wasn’t 
the first fiend to try and get in behind the trio. Their dance was meant 
to counter the greater concentration of demonic attacks targeting the 
ramparts nearest the tower. 

The battlement was broad enough for two to fight shoulder to 


shoulder, and Juno Hartwell felt chained in place. Instead of choosing 
his targets from horseback, he had to fight whatever the enemy sent 
their way. For the past hour, lizard-men were the only things coming 
over the parapets. The Horde’s shock troops were thinning out his 
ranks and wearing down the survivors. For once, Captain Hartwell 
didn’t have a better counter than to dance forward and back, 
leveraging Kol’rigan’s alien sharpness and the pair of stout Paladins 
tasked with keeping him alive. 

Like clockwork, Juno would retreat between his bodyguards’ shields 
and guide them back toward the tower’s opening before unleashing 
another charge into the lethal enemy. The northeast tower was 
Company Storm’s connection to the elves on their right flank and an 
important avenue for retreat. The demons continued to home in on it, 
targeting the gap between the defenders in a bid to cut them off. 

Feeling a surge to his right, Grey pointed Ber’y/ and bellowed out, 
“Follow me! We've got to reach the tower before it falls.” 

More than a hundred yards away, the tall form of Juno Hartwell was 
trading spaces with a pair of Paladins in another bid to stem the 
demons’ unrelenting push. 

Sevin and Yseria followed Grey, not daring to look back as they 
wove their way forward into the denser melee. Thirty yards out from 
the tower, they reached the growing knot of demons. 

“Fight low!” Walker hollered as his broadsword cleaved clean 
through a pair of tough-skinned necks. 

Sevin darted past and met the enemy’s counter, shearing off half of 
the lizard-man’s tail. The punch his shield received from the demon’s 
clawed fist sent him staggering back, leaving the Paladin open for the 
next. Yseria filled the gap, swinging with both arms extended and 
driving the momentum of her blade through the leg of the demon on 
Walker’s right. The demon countered as it fell, rolling sideways and 
whipping its tail at the elf, but Yseria was quicker. She ducked and 
spun, severing the barbed tail and leaping over it to take on the next 
foe. 

Momentarily pressed from both sides, the knot of demons lost its 
momentum. Captain Hartwell and his Paladins surged forward again. 
Hellswords lashed out with vigor, hacking apart the nearest foes. The 


wave of lizard-men was finally thinning out, and for the moment, no 
more fiends were ascending the wall. On the eastern horizon, climbing 
over the mountains, the barest hint of light teased the defenders. 

Still, Juno knew it was hopeless. This was only the tip of the 
Horde’s demonic spear, and another wave would soon be following the 
first. Company Storm had fought tenaciously but was already down to 
half of its original number. 

“Feth,” Juno spat the paste of fear from his mouth. “Paladin Grey, 
move west along the wall. Gather our survivors and get our wounded 
into the tower. We'll make the enemy pay for this spot.” 

Juno could look no farther than his exhausted men, “We've killed 
our share.” 

“What share? Feth that.” Acker Lorde, one of Juno’s Paladin 
bodyguards, was too mean and too rattled to agree with anything at 
that moment. 

After a night filled with nothing but claws and fire, red blood, and 
Black, Juno couldn't argue with the man’s assessment or the fact that 
the Paladin still carried his hellsword at the ready. 

Unbidden, Kol’rigan’s crisp tone interrupted the many thoughts in 
Captain Juno Hartwell’s head, “Where are the spiders?” 

“What?’ Juno hissed. 

The answer appeared like a phantom in the captain’s mind; 
Kol’rigan offered a tactical nightmare that Juno Hartwell would never 
forget, “There should have been spiders mixed in with the first wave of 
lizard-men. They would have used the inside of the curtain wall to flank 
the defenders and drag them from the battlements.” 

Completely unsettled, Juno sheathed his sword and peered out 
over the parapet. Red-eyed ants still clung to the wall’s exterior below. 
The massive Horde remained, a dark blur out beyond the glow of their 
fire pits, and the Black Wind continued to blow down the throats of 
Bastian’s bravest. Of the devious Hell-spiders, there wasn’t any sign. 


The desperate situation was clear to all that still stood. Smothered 
in a horrible mix of the real and unreal, the top of the east wall was a 
bitter pool of carnage. Elves staggered back and forth, dragging out 
their dead and wounded. They hacked up any lingering demons and 


threw the bodies over the wall. The toll had been terrible, and they’d 
only faced a tenth of the Horde’s total mass. There would certainly be 
another attack, the last before the city fell. 

“Rae!” Andarion had to stop a dozen paces short of this quarry. 
“Turn around and look at me.” 

The melee had been too much. Andarion had seen it before, the 
madness of the Black and the damage it could do to one’s mind and 
soul. Hart Storm was waiting back in the Royal Hold for those that 
suffered its deadening weight. She would be able to help. 

Raven did as she was told, her grip on Jalon never wavering. A 
dozen steps behind her, Lorna Ylamil stood with her remaining guard 
detail, watching in fascination. Lorna had done well during the fight, 
only losing two of her cohort at the thinner end of the melee. 

“Rae, the wave is over.” Andarion was trapped for the moment, 
trying to talk his cousin down. 

“I’m not alone.” Raven shook as if a frigid wind coursed across the 
battlements. 

Ara Storm would have always taken the lion’s share of the kills in 
any demonic fight. He knew the effects better than anyone and had 
always shielded everyone from the worst of it. 

Andarion spoke calmly, “I know, Rae. | know. Now, put Jalon 
away.” 

Raven screamed out a challenge to the night sky, “I am not alone!” 

A feeling of utter desperation backed her words, jarring everyone 
across the bloody scene. Even Lorna looked concerned. She didn’t 
dare intervene. 

Raven took a deep breath and slowly turned her head, scanning 
east over the parapet and west toward the Royal Hold in the distant 
city center. She didn’t sheathe her sword. She couldn't. 


Having conquered its fears or its better judgment, the southern 
army formed a shield wall and marched forward off their high hill, 
following a scattered skirmish line of torches. They hoped to catch the 
Horde fully engaged on the walls of Bastian and hit it from the rear. 

Gozan’'s feet hadn’t moved an inch since the initial assault began, 
nor had his gaze faltered in its survey of the surrounding valley. The 


general had held the bulk of the Horde in check, waiting for the 
humans to make their move. It was almost time for a change. 

The lizard-kings were still ravaging the tops of the thirty-foot-tall 
curtain walls and paying an unexpectedly high price. There were more 
than elves up there, holding the wall, but with its defenders sufficiently 
mauled, the city was ripe for the taking. For Gozan, the city could wait. 
It wasn’t going anywhere while the southern force approached. The 
reward would be worth it, and soon the victory would be complete. 

The Horde’s intensity had grown as it supped on the fear and 
desperation of Bastian’s wounded defenders. The Hellions howled in 
protest as their fountain suddenly faded away. The Black Wind died as 
Gozan usurped its call, pinning the Infernal flock in place. With new 
threats arriving, the time for mindless direction was over. 


Keil Martell held Hart Storm’s hand. Keil’s brother Sevin was far 
better at this, but he was on the north wall, leaving Keil to comfort the 
sensitive inquisitor. Gunner Trew and Brandon Hicks, both sentinels 
and Storm House Guard, watched the small windows and listened at 
the reinforced door. Hart let out another scream and _ frantically 
searched about for an unseen threat. 

The King’s Hold was perfectly quiet, and yet Company Storm’s 
inquisitor had found sleep to be impossible while Sevin Martell was out 
fighting on the north wall. Hart's unbridled agitation ensured that 
nobody rested in the final hours before dawn. They were locked in their 
room, waiting for news or the arrival of a victorious wave of demons. In 
a way, it was torture, knowing that they couldn’t react, except within 
the large bedroom’s four walls. 

“They’re inside the King’s Hold,” said Hart. “The whispers won't 
stop.” 

Keil did his best to calm the blind woman, “Hart, how many?” 

“Two.” 

Two wasn’t the wave they most feared. The three sentinels looked 
at each other and loosened up. The room only offered small windows 
at the top of one wall. Keil led Hart to sit on a bed in the farthest 
corner. He dared not mention his brother, or the woman might become 
hysterical. She had enough weighing on her mind. 


“Hart, we can handle two.” Keil pointed at Gunner and Hicks. 

Hart sobbed, “N—not just any two. There are spiders outside.” 

Hart was in a panic, wondering why she hadn’t gone south with 
Jillian Stone. The other inquisitor was probably safe and sound within 
the borders of Colivar and far from the whispers that clicked and 
purred in Hart’s head. 


Rilzurr and Ch’lock noticed the change. Their time at the Infernal 
trough tapered off as the Black Wind dissipated. Their underground 
trench connected to a cistern, and the pair of hunters had followed a 
smooth tunnel running beneath the heart of the city. Emerging inside 
the protective perimeter of the Royal Hold, their first steps from a pitch- 
black shadow were met with screams both near and far. 

Rilzurr clicked, “A fitting omen. We are in the right place.” 

Ch’lock purred back, “As you say, brother. The heart is near. | can 
feel it.” 


Chapter 5 
The Shepherd 


“What does it mean? Do we still hold the outer walls?” Janus Ylamil 
noted the Horde’s receding psychic cloud, and all seemed quiet within 
the King’s Hold. 

“Janus, | will send a runner.” Khamros took every precaution when it 
came to the fragile King. He had never experienced any of this before 
and didn’t know what it meant, either. 

The Royal chambers offered only the smallest of windows, and the 
Royal Hold offered the thickest, tallest walls in the city. Eight Royal 
Guards ringed the King’s hall, each with a deadly blackblade strapped 
across their back. 

“No, Khamros, | will go see for myself.” Ylamil had been hiding long 
enough. He wasn't planning to charge the enemy lines, only take a 
look at them from a safe distance. Ylamil’s eyes hadn’t failed him yet, 
and from the roof deck of his tower, the highest spot in the city, he 
could discern if they were going to survive or not. 

Khamros signaled the Royal Guard detail, “Be wary and escort the 
King to the very top of the hold’s tower. Be sure the stairs and deck are 
clear before he reaches them.” 

After a fortnight living under the heavy curse, they had all begun to 
relax and breathe again as the group stepped quietly across the inner 
courtyard. The hysterical scream of a woman shook everyone and 
hastened their pace into the King’s immaculately carved stone tower. It 
spiraled its way upward into the lingering night. 

Bastian had plenty of secret passages in and out of the city for its 
citizens. Most of the families had remained, hidden deep beneath the 


many stone manors or locked behind stout oak and steel doors, 
waiting for the King’s word on whether to flee with finality or rejoice. 
The King’s tower led to several safe passages if one took the stairs 
downward more than a hundred feet. The Royal Guards raced upward 
ahead of the King, allowing him to keep his own pace on the way up 
one hundred steps to the observation deck at the top. 

The woman’s screams had stopped, and a predawn stillness 
permeated the inner hold. Torches were lit, and the stairs were clear 
all the way to the trap door that opened outward onto the bare deck. A 
pair of Guards waited inside while six more searched above for any 
intruders. The elves’ night vision was keen, and this high up, a hint of 
dawn’s eastern light outlined the crowning stones. 

The guards lit a large central torch and took positions around the 
circular perimeter, enjoying an unobstructed view outward. One 
knocked on the trap door, signaling all clear to those below. 

Janus Ylamil squinted, trying to determine the result on the eastern 
wall. Pinpricks of light to the south indicated that the Order’s force of 
demon-fighters and knights were moving onto the field. 

“It’s about time,” Ylamil mumbled. 

“Sire!” One of his guards was pointing north. 

At the northern end of the valley, a string of tiny lights emerged from 
the Rundil Pass, the number of torches masked by a distant early 
morning mist. 

“Feth,” said Ylamil. “Wasn't one Infernal army enough?” 

“The demons don’t use torches, Sire.” 

The Horde was shifting, a hazy smudge outside the city. “You might 
be right. Is the Horde splitting itself in two?” 

Another guard yelled, “Sire!” 

“What, now?” 

Not getting a response from the excited guardsman, Ylamil turned 
to find the two guards behind him missing from their posts. 

The King cried out, “Where—?” 

A long, hairy, angular arm reached up around Ylamil’s head and 
buried the sharp hook of a claw below his narrow jaw. In an unworldly 
blur, he was yanked backward against the low parapet wall as a dark 
form shot upwards, sinking a thin pair of dagger-like fangs into the 


back of his neck. 

Ylamil tried to shriek as the venom burned its way into his spine, 
and his grip on the low stone wall faltered. His legs gave way, and he 
hung in place, still hooked like a fish and unable to breathe. Across the 
deck, a spider-demon with a dozen glowing red eyes emerged over the 
opposite wall and charged with a sonic howl. The unreal noise tore at 
Ylamil’s ears, and the echoing buzz chased away whatever was left of 
his soul. 


The Horde, as a whole, took a long step back from the walls, 
moving a half-mile away, due east, and splitting into two distinct 
halves. Gozan selected his position with care, knowing that he 
wouldn't move from the spot for the duration of the coming battle. 

The Hell-knight had felt the black joy of his assassins as they died 
on the blackblades of dark elves. In their final moments, the lethal pair 
had shared the head of the elven king, batting it back and forth across 
the high tower’s deck in jubilation, making a game of it as their final 
reward. The assassination’s effect on the elven city was immense and 
easily sated the Infernal mob outside as it split into northern and 
southern halves. 

There was no rush. Dawn would break soon, but Gozan had chosen 
the ground. The least that the alpha could do was offer some 
semblance of hope to the enemy before he stole it away. The 
southernmost half of the Horde had formed a rough block, almost 
square, advancing on the army from the foothills. The other half had 
done the same, moving toward the force that had emerged from the 
Rundil Pass. Gozan remained positioned halfway between the two 
masses, pointing one arm in each direction. 

As a signpost or a statue, the Hell-knight was first-rate. But, as the 
bait of a trap, it was irresistible. 


‘It is a masterful trap. The humans have blocked the valley, north 
and south. The Horde won't be able to escape.” Kol’rigan admired the 
strategic position of the human forces and their current ability to cut off 
any demonic retreat. 

Captain Hartwell simply admired his next breath and the fact that he 


wouldn't have to plan for their immediate demise. He scanned the 
valley to the east, sorting out the rapidly changing situation. 

This time it wasn’t a matter of how, as in, ‘How did he know? but 
rather where, as in, ‘Where the feth did Vigil Storm find an army in the 
middle of the ruined realm of Niantia?’ 

Sure, one could also ask about how he had turned it, but Ara had 
already turned the Horde, so perhaps convincing a human army to 
chase it down wasn’t such a big deal. Even there, Juno knew better. 
He hoped that at least one officer in the Nantine force survived to tell 
the tale. 

Juno whispered as he watched the four distinct armies about to 
collide, “You were right about the missing spiders.” 

With the dawn, news had arrived atop the wall of the spider- 
demon’s attack on the Royal Hold and the death of King Ylamil. The 
elves were reeling in grief, and arguments were already breaking out 
between clans. Andarion was being pulled in a thousand directions, 
and Raven Ylamil seemed completely overwhelmed with the situation. 

Juno sent Sevin Martell and Yseria Warric running for the King’s 
Hold, hoping to find the rest of Company Storm safe and sound. He’d 
decided that the Storm House Guard should stay together for the 
duration, whatever that may be. Yseria knew the flight tunnels beneath 
the city and would use them if the Horde emerged victorious in the 
coming battles. The House Guard deserved a chance to fight their way 
free and save Inquisitor Hart. 

In the distance, a half-mile from the northeast tower of Bastian and 
more than a mile from either of the two Infernal divisions, a single tall 
figure stood motionless. Holding a longsword like a baton, the Horde’s 
alpha directed the scene. The Order of the Vigil had never seen 
anything like it, and that should have been warning enough. 

To the southeast, the remaining demon-ants led the howling mass 
of Hellions into an all-out charge and collided with a wall of the Order’s 
shields, throwing it backward. The front row, mostly Paladins and 
sentinels, gave ground as more troops moved to wrap around the 
Horde’s flanks and join the fight. On the far eastern end of the Order’s 
position, a squad of the King’s Realm Guard emerged. The Old Guard 
rode their mountain bears past the carnage, circling around the melee 


and making a beeline toward the sole Hell-knight in the valley’s center. 

It's what Juno Hartwell would have planned if he’d been the Warden 
of the North under Vigil Snow. Juno’s uncle held that post and had a 
couple decades of experience under his belt. Still, neither man had 
ever faced the Horde in its current incarnation. 

Kol’rigan chuckled, “The spiders number far more than two. Isn't it 
odd how the knight seems to call for its own destruction?” 

In moments, the ground beneath the huge bears erupted, and a 
dozen hairy black shapes emerged from their burrows, hooking onto 
the undersides of bears and snagging the riders. Knights tumbled as 
their mounts spun and tore into the attackers. Some riders jumped 
clear while others rolled beneath their half-ton beasts, and all fought 
for their lives as more spider-demons emerged from their burrows with 
claws and venomous fangs at the ready. 

In the melee that followed, every spider was torn or hacked to 
shreds, but not before they'd killed or wounded every rider and mount 
with their coordinated strikes. In the end, nothing moved on the field 
around the ambush site, neither man nor beast. 

Juno Hartwell’s blood chilled at the sight of the Realm Guard’s 
destruction and the thought that perhaps, the valley was a trap far 
better laid by the enemy. The walls of Bastian were nothing more than 
bait. 

The second half of the Horde hit the Nantine shield wall with results 
even harsher than the first. As the leading lines of demons slammed 
into the shields of the heavy infantry, more demons jumped over the 
tops of the first ranks, landing upon or behind the unfortunate lead 
regiment. 

The Nantines responded, sending a unit of spearmen forward to 
hack away at the lighter demons and make the most aggressive pay 
for their plunge into the infantry’s lines. Several rows back, General 
Lorus called for units to spread to the flanks and roll forward around 
the attackers. To the demons, the maneuver merely provided more for 
them to kill in a brawl of instant, insatiable gratification. 

Juno brushed his hand against the hilt of Kol’rigan, “What does one 
do when they find themselves caught in a trap?” 

The Infernal general saw through eyes with millennia of experience 


and knew the critical time was at hand. “What they don’t do is hesitate. 
We must act this instant, or all will be lost.” 

Juno checked the battlements about him and rechecked the battles 
raging outside, trying to find what he was missing. He murmured to 
himself, voicing the hellsword’s earlier concern, “Where are all the 
spiders ?” 

“Exactly, and even more important, where is the Gray Princess?” 

Juno’s blood chilled. He screamed as he raced into the tower, 
knowing that yet another ambush was about to occur. 


Chapter 6 
The Fury and the Fall 


Raven Ylamil-Storm had taken a faster route. A few demon-ants still 
perched on the outer wall, ignoring the call of the Horde’s alpha. They 
had provided all the steps Raven needed to reach the ground outside, 
thirty feet below. From the parapet above, her sister Lorna still pointed 
at the lonely Hell-knight, not realizing that Raven had already left the 
battlement and was running towards the fiend. 

Where was the chaos? 

Raven carried it in her mind, the imprint of her recent life and those 
around her. She would return it to the Horde and level the score. That 
was her only incentive, that and reclaiming herself. 

Confusion surrounded her heart, warring with the grief that awaited 
her return. As she jogged out across the valley floor, the soft thud of 
her boots seemed to help her focus on the signpost in the distance. 
Talon was ready in her hand. It was her father’s sword before it was 
hers, a gift of exile and a message she had never understood. Perhaps 
it had been meant for someone else, or perhaps Janus Ylamil had 
intended to claim her all along. As a weapon, it would do. 

Her husband had been given a sword by an Infernal entity with a 
hidden interest in his survival. lf only it was that easy. There was a cost 
to be paid every time he drew it in anger, but the cost to leave its rage 
behind was even greater. 

Raven knew the cost. She’d felt it in her soul at the sight of her 
fellow elves being torn apart around her, and she'd listened to it gnaw 
a hole in her heart as news arrived of the spider assassins’ attack at 
the Royal Hold. But, more than anything, she felt it in Ara’s absence, 


the emptiness that tried to strike her dead with each new dawn. 

The cadence of Raven’s boots pounding on the loam of Bastian 
increased as she neared the solitary, black-armored giant. Today, the 
sun had risen red, the true color of mourning, but nobody would mourn 
what she was about to do. 

With hellsword at the ready, the diabolical form struck a solitary 
pose. An unreal energy pulsed around its being as it directed the 
Horde’s ongoing assaults and gauged the ebb and flow of each 
exchange. With its focus elsewhere, the Hell-knight might have been 
surprised by the Kjaira’s arrival, but Gozan wasn’t unprepared. As it 
turned to meet the new threat, it released the Horde and caused a new 
wave to erupt. 

With unmatched strength, Gozan pointed his hellsword at Raven 
and spoke in her mind, “/ am Gozan, the Shepherd. Welcome to my 
flock.” 

Raven’s confusion was replaced by the shock of understanding its 
alien words. To make them even more clear, multi-legged Hellions 
exploded from burrows all around her. Raven ducked as two hooked 
claws reached around her head. The wicked hooks caught her, sinking 
deeply into her cheeks below each eye, and tugged her backward. 
Beneath her feet, another demon emerged, shifting the soil and 
throwing her further off balance. To her left and right, two more spiders 
extended their fangs and charged in for the kill. 

Raven had heard the brief description of her father’s death. The 
gruesome execution had been over in seconds. She felt his death now, 
the abject fear that he must have experienced but not the 
helplessness. 

She made her move, spinning and diving away from the pair that 
had caught her from behind. Talon swung out to her right. A tumble 
and roll brought her back to her feet in time to block the Hell-knight’s 
powerful strike. Her feet skidded backward, gouging a track through 
the turf. 

With blood streaming into her eyes, Raven was nearly blind to the 
scene around her. She had sprung the trap and found it a fitting time 
and place to set things right. Rei-Seeck, her inner Kjaira soul, snared 
that thought and held it out like a beacon for her to follow. 


Raven hissed at the knight, “We will kill you last.” 

Gozan answered with another swing of his massive sword, but 
Raven had already moved beyond its reach, slicing through the initial 
pair of spider-demons and a dozen bloody claws. Rounding on a fourth 
spider, originally on her left but now on her right, she swept forward in 
a forehand arc, cleaving the demon’s mask in half as another hook 
snagged her ankle. 

She reversed her motion and stabbed downward. The twitch of the 
dying spider-demon forced the hooked blade even deeper into her 
boot, anchoring her in place. She severed the hairy appendage as 
Gozan’s sword dove in again. It was a simple maneuver with little 
thought needed to match the hellsword’s arrival. Unable to stop the 
heavy blade’s downward momentum, she simply swatted the blade 
sideways with her free hand and spun away into an attack on yet 
another spider-demon. 

Hell-spiders were worthy assassins but lacked the strong hide of the 
lizard-men. Instead, they relied on teamwork, cunning, and quickness 
to kill. In the open, fighting against a half-elf with a blackblade and the 
soul of a Kjaira, the eight demons that remained were entirely 
overmatched. 

With his perfect ambush dismantled, Gozan planted his sword in the 
turf and knelt. “/ serve your House.” 

Raven followed his words home and removed the alpha’s head, 
breaking the seal that had granted the Horde its cohesion and morale. 

Like a punctured lung, the mass of demons on either front began to 
leak energy and the will to fight on. Hellions began to scatter and fall. 
After wavering on the cusp of destruction, the human armies from 
Colivar and Niantia began to surge forward, their own rage overcoming 
that of the Horde. 

Feeling nothing, only seeing red, Raven stood where she was, 
sword in hand. “Il am not alone,” she whispered. “I have a flock.” 

The demon inside her answered by relaxing its grip on her heart 
and retreating. Everything returned, including the pain. 

Raven’s nose was filled with the scent of iron. Her right boot and left 
ear were filled with blood, as were her eyes. More blood ran from her 
grip on Talon, sliding down the hilt and dripping off the tip of her blade. 


A fire burned across her face, following two curved lines across her 
cheeks and brow. One intersected her right eye. The other carved 
through her scalp and her left ear. Long strands of shiny black hair 
adorned her left shoulder until the next breeze carried them off. 

Raven couldn’t tell if the unbridled melees were moving closer or 
farther away. Hundreds of demons, each a rogue, scattered across the 
valley. The chaos had returned in full. In the distance, a bell rang out in 
mourning for a dead king. Its cadence was deliberate, offering a sure 
sound for those needing a beacon. 

Why hadn't it rung before? When would it stop? 

The sound of footsteps running toward her offered more of the 
same, halting yards short, mutely searching for something. 

Carefully, Andarion reached for the hilt of her sword, “Rae?” 

Raven didn’t flinch as he took Talon away. Her hand was throbbing, 
and her fingers felt weak. She leaned on the hellsword planted at her 
feet. Speckled with her blood, the relic was imprinted with a new mix of 
the real and unreal. 

“I’ve got it,” said Walker Grey. “We need to clear off now. She’s 
kicked the hive good.” 

“Raven Ylamil, I’m going to carry you.” Juno Hartwell didn’t wait for 
an answer. He gently scooped her up and marched as fast as he could 
back toward the tolling of the bell. 


Chapter 7 


Interregnum 


Khamros Ylamil, the acting regent and kingmaker, stood with his 
hand on the empty throne. Within the room, several of his children and 
those of his late brother stood silently as he read the decree. All the 
major dark elf Houses were represented, and each was on their best 
behavior. There were rules, and with the throne at stake, they would 
be followed without flaw. 

Beginning with the new moon, the period of mourning would end, 
and the interregnum would begin. In one year, a successor to Janus 
Ylamil would be anointed based on the perceived suitability of 
candidates, the strengths of their contending Houses, and the 
contributions made to the city-state of Bastian by each. 

Khamros would be the judge and arbiter of the final debate. He was 
bound by law to hold this position, and as such, not a candidate for 
ascension. By default, should he fall within the period of interregnum, 
one of his direct bloodline would automatically ascend to the throne, 
with or without merit. 

There was a bitter balance built into the Bastian succession. 
Contributions were judged in favor of those made with blood and the 
sacrifice of one’s line, thereby weakening a contending bloodline at a 
time when strength was most needed. It was a perfectly reasonable 
practice for the dark elves, requiring an aptitude and willingness to 
sacrifice one’s family for the greater good. The lines of dark elves 
certainly had plenty of both. 

With the new moon, a harsh season would arrive. The coming year 
would allow the contending Houses to prove their worth, even as they 


forced their rivals to do the same. Foes would be hunted, challenged, 
or coerced. It wasn’t an uncivil war, even though it resembled one, and 
lines long thought to have faded could make a comeback given 
sufficient skill, mettle, and opportunity. 

Andarion and Lorna stood in the back of the room, eyes forward. As 
cousins, they were from linked yet rival lines, but neither had the 
necessary combination of heart and will to vie for the overly complex 
life of the throne. Each had survived the nocturnal siege of Bastian, 
watching family, friends, and compatriots die in their bid to stem the 
Black tide. 

The ranks of many Houses had suffered a culling, leaving only the 
strongest and an opening for more distant contenders to step into the 
ring. In the coming weeks, word would spread across the continent, 
unleashing a cabal of eager elven challengers. 


The Nantine Guard Army had poured every last soldier into its 
defense of the Rundil Pass, leaving a severely wounded Colonel 
named Jordane Alcarr as the ranking officer. General Adwain Lorus 
had waded into the vicious fray, leading several counter-charges to 
clear the lines ahead of him. He had added to the tally, hacking 
through the neck of a wolf-man as its claws tore away his shield and 
arm in one swift motion. For every demon that the Nantines had killed, 
three soldiers went down with it, leaving a shattered force of five 
hundred out of the original column of more than two thousand. 

Of all the regiments, the heavy foot had fared the best. Their shield 
wall effectively held the demons at bay, forcing most to vault over it 
and into the ranks beyond. Leading from the front row, Captain Anzor 
Dawe had managed to survive. His Colonel, centered among the 
rearmost files, had not. 

Captain Mold Ballard and his company of light cavalry had 
remained almost unscathed in their scouting duties. They provided a 
screen around the survivors encamped near the lake at the valley’s 
northern end and searched the nearby foothills for any rogue demons. 
The Rundil Pass remained quiet, and riders were immediately 
dispatched to the remaining Nantine cities to spread the incredible 
news of the Horde’s destruction. 


The Colivarian forces had been far better trained and prepared for 
the battle at the valley’s southern end and yet had lost more than a 
third of their number in a ratio that easily favored the Infernal. 

Spooked by the daunting size of the Horde, the Order had sent in 
the Old Guard early, hoping to behead the Black force. The Champion 
Knights had ridden forth on their imposing mountain bears and 
suffered a devastating defeat. The bears had been snagged and bitten 
from below, often rolling and crushing their riders as they fended off 
the spiders’ ambush. The few surviving bears had fled at the deaths of 
their riders, while the few remaining knights had to be carried from the 
field. 

Also representing the King’s Realm Guard, the Young Guard had 
been present to provide security for the Colivarian forces. They were 
trained to fight men, not demons, but their tight-knit coordination and 
heavy shields managed to counter the demons that overran the front 
lines. 

On the morning following the battle, Major Ben Heck, his adjutant 
Fraim Johns, and Scout-sergeant Mott Duncan arrived at the southern 
gate of Bastian in search of news about Company Storm. Watching 
from an elevated position, they had seen the distant ambush erupt 
around the sole Hell-knight and wondered who had been at the center 
of it all. The phantom figure that had remained standing afterward 
seemed surreal to those that perceived it from afar. 

The dark elves recognized the sacrifice made outside their walls. 
They offered the Colivarians their respect and unfettered access to the 
city. The three men were escorted to the Royal Hold, where they 
waited in the gateyard. 

Captain Hartwell soon arrived at the gate with his usual pair of 
Paladins, “Major Heck, Knight-Guard Johns, it’s good to see you well.” 

“And you, Juno. How is Company Storm?” 

“Only half of us returned from the northern wall,’ Juno couldn’t say 
more. Plagued by fatigue and images of carnage, his hands gripped 
his belt in a bid to quell their shaking. 

“And Raven?” said Mott. He was a member of Company Storm and 
had scouted the valley throughout the battle. 

“She’s sleeping. The elven shamans have sewn her up and dosed 


her heavily in hopes that it will help her rest and heal.” 

“Has Inquisitor Hart checked on her?” 

“Yes, but it’s complicated,” said Juno. 

“What can we do to help?” said Ben. 

Along with Mott Duncan, Ben Heck was by all accounts an uncle of 
Vigil Storm and a valued member of House Storm. To him, Raven was 
more than a niece. She was their champion and the heart that 
everyone followed. 

“Major, we could use some Realm Guardsmen, enough for round- 
the-clock shifts. Yesterday, just before dawn, a pair of demon-spiders 
infiltrated this hold and assassinated the King. Today, the dark elves 
put in place a framework for succession that allows for an unhealthy 
competition among their Houses.” 

“Captain, how long will you be staying here?” 

“| want the company to join the Order’s contingent as soon as 
possible, but we won't leave Bastian without Lady Ylamil.” 

“The Nantine army to the north is in terrible shape. They were 
traveling light to get here in time and lost more than their share.” 

There was little love lost between Bastian and the ghosts of Niantia. 
It would be a tough sell, but Juno saw the right of it. 

“We will request supplies be sent to the Order’s troops. Please pass 
them on as you see fit.” 

“Starting tomorrow, there will be meetings to plan for what comes 
next. Lord Snow asks that you attend.” 

“| will,” said Juno Hartwell. “Get me the Knight-Guards, and | will 
lead the rest of Company Storm out of here. They'll do better with the 
fresh air and familiar faces.” 


Lorna Ylamil had gotten her orders from multiple levels and had 
followed each to the letter. She replied in her coldest demeanor, “I was 
told not to interfere.” 

Andarion burned with a fury, “Do those orders remain in effect?” 

“No.” 

Lorna’s answer told Andarion all he needed to know about her 
source of direction. If she’d said ‘Yes,’ there would have been an 
entirely different set of problems to solve regarding how to properly 


dispose of Lorna’s body. 

Still, Andarion wasn’t completely satisfied. “Raven is your sister.” 

“| only pointed out the obvious. | didn’t force her to act as she did.” 

“Did you think that Rae could have resisted the chance? Hell, even | 
knew it was a trap.” 

“She’s an Ylamil. Everything is a trap where we are concerned. With 
the new moon, she will be a target. Is that what you’re so worried 
about?” 

Andarion widened his stance a fraction, adding to his tone, “No, 
Lorna, she’s been a target for years. More than ever, we need your 
sworn protection, or she won’t make it out of here alive.” 

Lorna took it all in. She knew that the accusation was well-deserved 
and yet could only meet the blademaster halfway, offering the weakest 
of truths, “I’m no threat to my sister.” 

“And yet we’ve both seen the results of your work.” 

“Andy, go threaten somebody else. | don’t owe you anything.” Lorna 
turned away, ending the conversation. 

Andarion drew the blackblade from his shoulder and snapped it 
downward in a single motion, shearing off Lorna’s right ear and a long 
strand of her straight black hair. 

As Lorna turned to defend herself, Andarion forced her against the 
wall, holding his blackblade against the side of her neck. “Lorna, when 
have | ever threatened anyone?” 

Knowing Raven's pain and grief, it was all Andarion could do to 
spare Lorna’s life. He yanked her blackblade from its sheath and 
slipped it through his belt. “Having lost your soul, you don’t deserve to 
carry one of these.” 

Lorna hissed in reply, “You overstep. | was a daughter to the King.” 

Andarion ground the heel of his boot into his cousin’s ear as it lay 
upon the floor. “And so, Princess, you are marked for your crimes.” 

Lorna slipped out of the room and collected her remaining 
bodyguards. Andarion followed the sullen group through the halls of 
the keep, daring them to turn around and challenge the master. 
Instead, the pace of the pursued quickened, signaling an end to any 
claim. 


A pair of Colivarian Knight-Guards stood outside the door. Their 
status as heroes in Bastian’s defense gave them an untouchable 
standing in the eyes of the dark elves. Knamros had given both foreign 
armies official standing until the new moon, at which time they were 
expected to be on their way home. 

“What did you do?” Yseria Warric guarded the inner post of Raven 
Ylamil’s bedroom suite. Her time in Bastian was a big enough 
challenge without the latest news. 

“Setting the locals straight when it comes to their pursuit of the Gray 
Princess.” 

“The locals. You mean the lines of Ylamil?” 

Andarion nodded and tapped the extra sword that he carried on his 
hip. “I carry the blackblades of both.” 

Andarion had formally presented Lorna’s ear to Khamros in front of 
the interim Bastian court. The Royal Counselor was_ nearly 
untouchable, but as Andarion’s father, he caught on to his son’s 
accusation and the message being shown to everyone in the hall. If 
anyone crossed the line where Raven was concerned, Andarion the 
Blade would hold them accountable. 

“Lorna was her sister.” 

“Yseria, you are her sister. Lorna was merely a weapon of kings.” 

Yseria’s eyes widened, “Speaking of a weapon of kings, Lorna 
knew Careck by sight. She was more startled by the demon’s 
presence than the chains that Raven wore. She had met him before.” 

Andarion nodded. The east wall had been a simple affair compared 
to the battle raging under his skin. 

Yseria reached out, placing her hand on his arm, “Andy, do we tell 
Raven?” 

“Rae already suffers the worst of it. They broke her heart.” 

“Who did?” 

“All of them.” 

Among the Houses of the dark elves, there existed deviousness 
and deceit. There was also outright abuse of one’s power and family. 
In his time among the Gray Houses and demon-slayers of Colivar, 
Andarion had seen enough to recognize the difference. 

Yseria whispered, “Where will we go?” 


“South to Maidenhall, if Rae can make it.” 

“You speak as if she’s fragile. She can defend herself.” 

“Even with the Kjaira, Rae is entirely vulnerable. She’s heartbroken, 
and her grip on reality is failing. She doesn’t know who or what to 
believe anymore. So she clings to that which isn’t there.” 

“He will return. I'll kill him if he doesn’t.” 

Andarion smiled, “Saint Yseria, for one so evil, you have the truest 
of hearts.” 


Chapter 8 
Aftermath 


The two riders were well acquainted with a bad scrap, and they 
knew the smell of defeat a mile away. The pair emerged from the 
Rundil Gap, mismatched in size but wearing identical expressions as 
they surveyed the valley and its seemingly endless spread of decaying 
bodies. Stench aside, the concentrated clash of arms and claws had 
been a brutal affair. Nothing remained whole, not even the surviving 
Nantine soldiers camped by the lake in the distance. 

Crews dug burial pits and tended large bonfires while others sorted 
the aftermath: red-blooded into the ground, black-blooded into the 
flames. Pickets waved to them and pointed south toward the camps 
and the city, but the gesture wasn’t necessary. The two could navigate 
the pervasive blood trails and unrecognizable pieces of flesh as easily 
as the river on their right. As far as they could tell, no quarter had been 
given by any foe. 

Kestrel Roush and Caolin Sands wore leather armor identical to that 
of the cavalry roaming the pass behind them, but they weren't part of 
the Nantine Guard Army. They were part of the new Prince’s Guard. 

Having recently abandoned their lives of solitary survival, Kestrel 
and Caolin faced their own challenges in merely working as a team, 
without an officer or a hundred more mates to jostle their space. A 
fortnight on the road had helped, allowing the two to work out a routine 
and come to a satisfactory agreement between their restless and 
dominant personalities. 

Kestrel Roush was a beast, having an extra hundred pounds of skill 
to offer any fight compared to Caolin Sands, but the diminutive partner 


made it clear to Kestrel that they both had to sleep sometime, and 
Kestrel would want to do it without worry. The fact that Caolin had 
been sharpening his long knife at the time was all the impetus needed 
to win the argument. Kestrel, for his part, didn’t mind. Neither young 
man had ever had a partner to split watches, and Roush slept better at 
the end of every day, dreaming of the sharpness of Caolin’s blade. 

More bonfires burned outside the walls of the elven city. Bastian 
was a sight, its walls and gates draped in long flags of red and black. 
Lithe hunters worked alongside humans, sorting the dead and scraping 
the disintegrating bodies of hundreds of demons into a pile in an 
attempt to remove the stain from the land and the minds of the citizens 
that peered down from atop the battlements. 

“We missed a great battle. Any guesses as to who might have 
won?” said Kestrel. 

Caolin knew his brother’s heart and the shock it felt. “Are those the 
eyes of victors?” 

“The Horde didn’t disappoint the Damogir, that’s for sure. | knew 
there was a reason I'd avoided it all these years.” 

Avoiding the Horde had been a way of life for many in Niantia, and 
nobody would miss it. Their nightmares would persist. 

“Let’s try the camp to the south. They seem more organized than 
what’s left of Lorus’s army, and I’d rather not try our luck in the city. It 
seems that their walls weren't entirely sufficient.” 

Arriving at the foreign camp, the pair halted at the nearest picket. 
The guard, swathed in leather and chainmail, wore a longsword and 
carried a sizable shield across his back. The guard’s steel vambraces 
matched those of the two brothers. 

Dismounting, Kestrel kept it simple, “We've arrived with news from 
Niantia. Where can we find Company Storm?” 

The guard was bored and glad of it. “Who might you be?” 

“We're the Nantine Prince’s Guard.” 

The picket shrugged with indifference, “Company Storm is about, 
but if you’re here for the meeting, you’re late. Saints, | don’t hear any 
more yelling, so maybe it’s finally over.” 

The guard gestured over his shoulder, and eventually, an officer 
arrived. 


“I’m Major Heck of the Colivarian Realm Guard.” The major wore 
the same sword and armor as the rest of his unit, but it was his intense 
expression and rigid stare that proved he belonged. 

“I’m Kestrel Roush, and this is my brother, Caolin Sands. We’re part 
of the Nantine Prince’s Guard. We’re looking for Company Storm.” 

Ben Heck examined the pair closely, “You wouldn't happen to mean 
the Gray Prince, would you?” 

Kestrel Roush smiled and pointed to a young scar on his chin, “I 
called him that once.” 

That was all the major needed to hear. “Follow me.” 

Cook fires were blazing, keeping a camp of at least a thousand 
soldiers warm and fed. Axes were the weapon of choice, with the 
heavy swords of the Realm Guard mixed in. Everyone toted a heavy, 
steel-faced shield with a four-pointed star and an eye emblazoned on 
it. 

“You’re a demon-slayer?” said Kestrel. 

“No. The King’s Realm Guard, but you’re about to meet members of 
the Order of the Vigil, the real demon-slayers.” 

“Don't ask,” said Caolin. He knew his brother’s tendency to overtalk. 

“| wasn't.” Maybe. 

The major whistled, and a pair of horse tenders ran up to take their 
mounts. Arriving at a sizable, central tent, the trio caught some of the 
heated discussion happening inside. Major Heck threw open the flap 
and led the two young men inside without warning. Heck must have 
had some sway with the participants. They immediately ended their 
argument and nodded in his direction, waiting for introductions. 

The makeshift meeting hall held officers and delegates from Niantia, 
Colivar, and Bastian. Everyone was armed. The dark elves carried 
wicked long spears, the Colivarians wore axes, and the Nantines wore 
plenty of bandages. 

A dark elf, a female slightly smaller than Caolin, was planted in the 
middle of the gathering and doing her best to remain calm. Bandages 
covered the side of her head. A pair, possibly father and son, were 
standing with arms crossed safely out of her reach, offering frustrated 
frowns. The few Nantines present seemed to be hiding in the 
background, cowed by the stuffy room at large. 


The singular elf regained the floor, “Major Heck, we have finished 
reiterating our Royal Counselor’s decree that allows for delegates from 
our neighboring realms to attend our court. In return, the armed forces 
currently present must be gone from the valley before the new moon. It 
is for your own safety.” 

The sad looks on the Nantine’s faces conveyed their inability to 
travel anywhere. The Colivarian forces were in better shape but didn’t 
intend to retreat until the threat in the north was better understood and 
countered. 

Major Heck used the gloomy silence to his advantage, “Pardon the 
interruption. Riders from Niantia have arrived in search of Company 
Storm.” 

A small group standing off one side stepped forward, led by a tall 
officer. He was flanked by fighters that made Kestrel Roush feel frail. 

“I’m Captain Hartwell of Company Storm.” 

“I’m Kestrel Roush, and this is my brother Caolin Sands. He’s 
bigger than he looks. We offer our condolences and respect to 
everyone here for the battle you’ve survived.” 

The small gesture seemed to defuse the tension in the room, giving 
Kestrel a chance to explain their presence, “We were sent by Ara 
Storm, the Prince of Niantia, seeking news of Bastian and bringing 
word to his company that he has reached the capital city of Qreyl.” 

Kestrel watched the Nantine faces on his left, searching for any hint 
of offense. There was none. For the rest of the room, the reactions 
were mixed. 

An older gentleman stepped forward. “I am Vigil Meryck Snow of 
Colivar. Did Lord Storm make any mention of an Infernal plague?” 

“He was fixated on it. It scared us all.” 

“How so?” 

“We were a good twenty miles away from the capital, and we all felt 
its hunger peeling back our skin.” 

Caolin smacked Roush on the arm. “Keep your skin on and give the 
man a straight answer.” 

“What? | wasn’t the only one to puke that day.” 

Juno took that moment to cut in, “Did Ara send his company any 
new orders?” 


Caolin answered, “He was emphatic about one thing. Stay the feth 
away.” 

Juno Hartwell frowned. In four simple words, the curious pair of 
messengers had revoked his standing orders. 

Not to be outdone by his brother, Kestrel Roush stole the scene 
with his next proclamation, “It might be too soon to share this news, 
but the Horde you’ve defeated was only a fraction of what has 
amassed in Niantia. Ara had met the Damogir’s Horde and thought the 
One guarding Qreyl was ten times its size.” 

Vigil Snow coughed, “How is that possible?” 

Roush shrugged, “The Infernal plague is real. Ara said it pulls the 
life energy from the entire realm of Niantia to feed the Emperor and the 
Horde. We've all felt it, but it gets worse as you get nearer to Qreyl.” 

More silence crept into the tent as the inhabitants processed the 
world-ending news. The campaign was over. 

A grizzled veteran with a face full of burn scars stepped forward 
with his hand on the hilt of a mighty broadsword. “Did Ara go in alone?” 

“Yes,” said Caolin. 

The female elf spoke next, “Where was his brother Careck?” 

“Ara killed him. Put a knife in his heart and burned the body.” 

To Roush’s chagrin, Caolin’s response had a greater effect than the 
thought of ten thousand maniacs waiting on the far horizon. He had to 
set the record straight, “Careck wasn’t his brother, and what happened 
to your ear?” 

“| happen to agree with this young man’s assessment.” Paladin 
Grey turned toward the elf with his sword drawn. Walker Grey had 
helped hold the north wall. He’d had enough of the dark elf’s conceited 
nature. “Lorna, do you care to debate it?” 

The elven woman took a step back and slipped out the tent door 
without a word. The icy look in her eyes said enough. 

Juno Hartwell had suffered Careck’s presence for weeks and chose 
to see past the demon inside the man. He waited until the elves were 
out of earshot, “Walker Grey, how do you know for sure?” 

“Ber’yl says the answer is right in front of you. These two, as 
exhausted and filthy as they look, are Ara’s true brothers.” 

“Caolin sharpens his knife even while he sleeps. It keeps me 


awake,” said Kestrel. 

“Juno, he even sounds like Ara. That was something Vigil Storm 
might say.” Walker Grey walked forward and held out his hand. 
“Paladin Walker Grey of Company Storm.” 

Kestrel and Caolin shook the man’s hand and couldn't help noticing 
the sword he returned to an exotic leather sheath. 

“Is that Ber’yl?” said Caolin. 

“Yes, it was a gift from your brother.” 

“Ara mentioned another hellsword, one imbued with the general of 
the Damogir’s Horde. He asked that we collect it for him.” 

Juno still had his suspicions. “What was its name?” 

“Gozan,” Caolin replied. “The Shepherd.” 

Juno smiled, “Gentlemen, welcome to the family. Master Grey, 
please take them to meet Raven.” 


As they passed through the deep gate beneath the walls of Bastian, 
it felt like entering a prison. Walker Grey was relaxed and strode along 
as if he owned the place, which couldn't have been farther from the 
truth. Neither Caolin nor Kestrel were about to correct him as he 
navigated between the exotic stone buildings and into the city’s central 
hold. 

Grey pointed out the Royal Crest on the inner gate. “This is the Hold 
of Ylamil. With the King’s untimely death, the elves have yet to choose 
a successor. | think they’re still wrapping their heads around their own 
survival, now or in the future. Your news about the second Horde will 
certainly have an impact.” 

“Are the dark elves as dangerous as they say?” 

“Like a scorpion sharing your tent, so don’t be speaking to anyone 
unless | introduce you first.” 

The door to the keep was guarded by a pair of elves with long black 
swords draped over their shoulders. Each wielded a long spear and 
dagger-sharp eyes. Walker Grey led the men past without comment. 

On the keep’s second floor, a pair of sword-wielding men guarded a 
landing and the door into a royal residence. Through the door, two 
more dark elves waited in a sizable anteroom. 

“Beryl says make room for the Paladin. We don’t want to 


accidentally step on any pixies.” Walker Grey’s words were intended to 
defuse the tension of the room and keep the elves’ blackblades safely 
in their sheaths. 

The smaller of the two elven guards replied tersely, “Walker, who 
have you brought with you?” 

It almost ruined the man’s day. Almost. “What? Was that a mouse 
scurrying about? Where are the guards to keep the vermin away from 
my queen?” 

“Yseria, relax and send Grey in.” The voice from the adjacent room 
sounded bored. 

The female elf, a firebrand of platinum curls and black leather, 
offered a small bow to the Paladin, “Sorry for the delay, mighty lord. | 
thought you were sleeping in a pile behind the stable with the rest of 
your kind.” 

Grey nodded, “That’s more like it.” 

He opened the door into the bedroom and his face, at least what 
was left of it, shifted into a completely different mask. 

“Princess Ylamil-Storm, | bring you a message in two halves from 
Niantia.” Walker’s serious tone was rarely used, and it caught the 
attention of both Raven and Andarion. Kestrel and Caolin hesitated, a 
step inside the bedroom door, mostly hidden from view. They were 
expecting a meeting hall or perhaps a throne. 

Raven Ylamil propped herself up in bed to better receive the news, 
whatever it was. She had been bored, and now she was terrified. 
“What is it?” 

“First, there has been a death in the family, depending on how you 
look at it. Careck is dead.” 

A death in the family could change the world. For Raven Ylamil, that 
was doubly true. “How?” 

“Ara stabbed him in the heart.” 

What had she done? 

“Feth,” whispered Raven. “Oh, feth.” 

Tears trickled down her face, one track clear, one laced with blood. 
The upper half of her face and head were covered with fresh 
bandages, allowing her surviving left eye to peer out at the Paladin. 

“Second, | must introduce the pair that brought the news. Kestrel 


Roush and Caolin Sands, please meet the Champion of Company 
Storm and the Bane of Gozan the Shepherd. Lady Raven Ylamil- 
Storm.” 

Raven wasn’t in the mood for strangers, and she rued the pathetic 
mess she must be showing the pair. “You’ve met my husband?” 

For once, neither man spoke, bewitched by the sight of the woman 
sitting in the bed before them. ‘The Bane of Gozan,’ the Paladin had 
said, and they believed it. 

“You have a message for me?” Raven prodded the men and looked 
to Walker Grey for help. 

Kestrel finally found his nerve, “Lady Raven, what happened to your 
hand?” 

It was a kind observation, one avoiding the more obvious wounds. 
Blood-stained bandages wrapped two shortened fingers on her left 
hand. 

Raven waved, “Gozan’'s hellsword took a bite when | slapped it.” It 
was a fitting response, one bold fighter to another. 

Both men bowed, and Kestrel replied, “Our hearts are healed, 
knowing that we have such a fierce sister.” 

“Sister?” said Raven. 

Waiting off to one side, Andarion saw it first. “The second half of the 
message, Rae.” 

Raven rubbed her one functioning eye, wiping away the blurriness. 
While these men each had a unique resemblance to her husband, they 
didn’t look like Careck at all. Their eyes were steady, each with a hint 
of gray to temper blue or green. Beyond that, they didn’t scare her. Not 
one bit. The calm beat of her heart told her the truth when her mind 
couldn't. 

“Careck was never a man, never a brother. | can see the difference 
now.” 

Kestrel could feel the woman’s sorrow and guilt as if it were his 
own. “Lady, your husband said the same thing to us on the day we met 
him. He destroyed the demon the following night. | think he was 
ashamed of himself for not doing it sooner.” 

“My husband. Did he find what he was looking for?” 

“We parted right before he arrived at the city of Qreyl. It’s the source 


of the Emperor’s plague.” 

“He went in alone?” 

“Lady, Ara sent us away, but he is never alone. He doesn't travel 
lightly.” 

The truth was evident, and for once, Raven felt like she saw reality 
in a new light. 

“Gentlemen, please sit with me and let us get to know each other 
better. Master Grey, please ask Saint Yseria to scrounge up some 
food, some cheese, or whatever she’s hiding in the walls.” 

“With pleasure,” the Paladin grinned back. 


Chapter 9 


Transference 


Just before dawn, Major Heck arrived with a squad of Realm 
Guards. The meeting was a family-only affair, and Ben qualified as an 
uncle or a brother-in-law. Being the brother of Laila Storm, Ben was by 
far the most knowledgeable when it came to personal security in a 
dark and dangerous city. 

The large bedroom was full, but the bed was empty. Raven Ylamil 
had cut her hair short, evening out the sides and the back to match 
what her Infernal barbers had accomplished outside the walls of 
Bastian. She wore a set of mundane leathers, more fitting on a man 
than a woman but close enough in size. With the bandages and 
swelling, her face was almost unrecognizable beneath two rows of 
finely placed stitches. The longest row ended behind what remained of 
her left ear. The other traversed her right eye, running beneath a small 
gray patch and scoring her brow. 

Raven did her best to ignore the wounds, but the damage was 
mirrored in the eyes around her. “Ben, is everyone clear of the city?” 

“Yes. Juno and Mott are waiting outside the south gate with our 
horses. Fraim and a pack of four Knight-Guards are waiting right 
outside the gate to the Royal Hold.” 

Andarion wrapped Caolin’s face and hand in a used set of 
bandages. Yseria fitted a pair of gloves on Raven’s hands and 
carefully tied an old gray scarf around her head. Gozan was looped in 
a heavy leather strap across Walker Grey’s shoulder, and Caolin 
carried Talon across his back. Andarion still carried Lorna’s former 
blackblade as well as his own. 


Feeling steady on her feet, Raven stirred Rei-Seeck, urging it to 
cloak her from the watchers positioned in and around the keep. 
“Walker Grey, are you ready to escort my brother and me out of here?” 

“Ready when you are. Yseria will go with us. Ben, too.” 

Plenty of shadows filled the Royal Hold’s courtyard as they all 
emerged. Paladin Grey’s group exited first, leaving Andarion to escort 
Caolin in a slow walk around the hold’s inner walls. The pair stopped to 
rest in every shadow and took their time before going back inside the 
keep. There, they stripped off the unneeded bandages, collected the 
remaining pair of Realm Guards, and set off for the south gate in a 
brisk jog. 

The shift change should have happened already, but the southern 
gate seemed to be doubly staffed upon their arrival. Within moments, 
Andarion knew that their ruse had almost worked. Almost. 

Lorna Ylamil stepped out of the shadows, backed by six of her own. 
She wielded a long-bladed spear and a look of dried scorn. “Where are 
you heading, Andarion? And who’s that with you? He doesn’t look like 
an elf.” 

The Realm Guards lifted the shields from their backs but didn’t 
advance. This wasn’t their city, and they didn’t want to start a war. A 
sliver of diffuse light showed through the long tunnel ahead of them. 
Their path to freedom was only yards away yet blocked by a 
dangerous foe. 

Andarion inched forward, drawing Lorna’s blackblade. His plan for a 
bloodless escape had evaporated. “Up late, Lorna? Trouble sleeping, 
perhaps?” 

Lorna Ylamil pointed her spear at Caolin. “Only the King’s bloodline 
is allowed to carry Talon.” 

“You don’t recognize him? He’s certainly of the King’s line in 
Niantia. That should make you acquaintances, if not best friends.” 

Lorna took a step forward, edging toward Caolin with suspicion. “He 
seems a bit small to be a weapon of Kings.” 

Andarion kept the blackblade pointed at his cousin’s breast. “Aren't 
you missing yours? Take one more step, and I'll be happy to return it.” 

“You wouldn't dare,” she spat and tipped her spear at Caolin. 
“Leave me the runt of the Damogir, and I'll let you leave.” 


The fact that Caolin was a few inches taller than the dark elf made 
no difference. Shadows shifted in the tunnel at Lorna’s back. A large, 
pale form emerged behind Lorna and her guards. A ghost followed by 
six blades of the Colivarian King’s Realm Guard joined the standoff. 

“Who the feth are you calling a runt!” Kestrel’s booming voice called 
out a blood challenge, making Lorna flinch and turn her head. 

“Who the—?” Lorna coughed as the blur of Caolin’s knife arced past 
her neck, splitting it open. 

Andarion lunged, and the orphaned blackblade pierced Lorna’s 
heart. Shields of the Realm Guard slammed into the other elves, 
herding them away from the deadly exchange as the regular gate 
guards hurriedly backed away from the fight. 

With Lorna’s body pinned in place, Andarion twisted the blackblade 
once for good measure and left it as a notice to all that might follow. 
Lorna’s former guards all backed away at the utterly final result and the 
fact that Andarion had drawn his own blade. 

Caolin slipped past them and leaned his shoulder into Kestrel 
Roush, holding him back. 

With his initial challenge going unanswered, Kestrel Roush glared 
back at the dark elves, “He’s fethin’ larger than he looks.” 


They rode into a camp rapidly disappearing into packs and onto 
ponies. Only the main tent still stood, and it was full of officers and 
admirers of the Gray Princess. 

Raven Ylamil looked like she might not make it any farther that day. 
Clean bandages had been reapplied beneath her scarf and gloves and 
boot, and she leaned heavily on the arm of Walker Grey. Andarion’s 
arrival with Kestrel and Caolin eased her mind until she caught the 
look on her cousin’s face. 

Raven noticed the missing extra blade. “Andy, how did it go?” 

Andy couldn't meet her eye, saying, “The road to Stonnberg will be 
clear this time.” 

The words struck home, leaving a pit in Raven’s stomach. Looking 
at the many confused faces around the room, she fought to compose 
herself. The memory of a harried and desperate retreat through the 
Everest Mountains rose to the surface. In her mind, the journey ahead 


would be anything but clear. A spring wind swept past the flap of the 
tent, calling her back to the present. 

Raven cleared her throat and brushed the dust from her one good 
eye, finding her voice, “Make no mistake. We have all won a great 
victory in this valley, and it is time to take the next steps in our 
defense.” 

Vigil Snow, a man more than twice her age and a power among 
those present, deferred to the young woman, “Where will you and your 
company go?” 

“With the new moon, House Storm will find itself in yet another war. 
Captain Hartwell is the ranking officer of Company Storm and will 
decide its future. The Duke of Breen offers his sponsorship and 
support, but | will likely be elsewhere.” 

Within Kestrel Roush, a pang of deep sadness was taking hold for 
the family he’d found and lost. “Sister, what message should we carry 
north to Ara Storm?” 

“Kestrel, you will tell him nothing.” 

“Why not?” 

“lam commandeering the Prince’s Guard. You are both coming with 
me, and we are heading south.” 

Raven held out her hand to Caolin, “Please give me Talon.” 

The young man complied. 

“Yseria, | ask that you and Paladin Grey escort the Nantine army 
home and scout the ruined land. If you find my husband, give him this. 
He'll understand the meaning.” Raven passed Talon to Yseria. “And 
Walker Grey, before you go riding off, please hand over my sword.” 

Grey slipped the long hellsword from a leather loop on his back, 
placing the hilt in Raven’s palm, “I sure hope it fits.” 

During the past week, the hellsword had morphed into the shape of 
an Elven blackblade, transforming itself into a far more usable form for 
the warrior that had conquered it. Whereas Ta/on had been forged for 
a long-forgotten dark elf, Gozan better fit Raven’s slightly huskier half- 
elf build and aggressive style, keeping its reach but altering the blade’s 
balance and shortening the handle by half a hand. The blade was pure 
black and lighter than the hellsword’s original form. The handle was 
stone gray and speckled with flecks of deep red. It fit Raven perfectly, 


allowing her to fight with a one or two-handed grip. 

“It is named Gozan, the Shepherd, and together, we will protect my 
flock.” 

Andarion touched her shoulder, looking to calm her down, “We'll 
train when you are well, Rae.” 

“Lord Snow, we are going to Maidenhall via Stonnberg. It should be 
the safest route, and I’m hoping Major Heck will provide us an 
additional escort.” 

Lord Snow smiled, “Please tell my wife and daughter that | will visit 
my grandson very soon.” 

The news was a shock to even those that had been expecting it. 
Raven had been living in a dark world for far too long. “You’ve gotten 
word of the birth?” 

“Only just. It’s a boy. Lynda named him Ram after his father.” 

“Lord Snow, you’ve made our trip south far more meaningful.” 

A Nantine officer chose that moment to speak up, “Lady Storm, | am 
Captain Anzor Dawe of the Nantine Guard Heavy Foot Brigade. 
Colonel Alcarr has given me the mission of ambassador to Colivar, 
and | would be honored to ride with you and your company to 
Maidenhall.” 

Anzor Dawe had survived in the teeth of it all and had found a dose 
of confidence that even the brutal aftermath couldn’t shake. Moreover, 
he was pale yet handsome and would likely rub King Falorenn the 
wrong way whenever he approached the dais in the Grand Hall. 

“Captain Dawe, it would be my pleasure.” Raven’s smile might 
never reach her brow again, but it was enough to set the man 
stammering. 

“Lady Storm, I—I met your husband in Niantia—at the Queen’s Hold 
—you are most certainly the reason he remains in this world.” The 
captain hesitated and bowed, knowing he’d spoken far too candidly of 
a double-edged reality. “Lord Storm told me something that I'll never 
forget, and | want to share it with you and everyone here before we go 
our separate ways.” Dawe took a deep breath. “He told me that far 
beyond the walls of Bastian, forgiveness lives.” 

A pink line worked its way down Raven’s cheek as she secured 
Gozan to her belt. “Juno, please provide Captain Dawe with a horse 


for our trek home. I’ve got a feeling we'll have plenty to talk about.” 


Chapter 10 
Three Wars 


The doors of the Grand Hall swung open on well-oiled hinges. Tall, 
bright windows on the upper walls exposed the unpredictable grain of 
the white marble floors and offered an optimistic warmth for the 
audience with King Falbrenn of Colivar. The ruling Gold stood before 
his throne as the entourage led by Judge Roger Small approached. 
Falbrenn’s courtiers and consorts clapped with practiced 
sophistication, giving the attendees the honor they were due. 

Only a moment’s hesitation by King Marius Falbrenn hinted at 
anything amiss. He’d been expecting a goddess and found himself 
staring at the face of a woman. Her beauty was still present beneath 
the scars and the mottled gray scarf with its scintillating brooch, black 
diamonds on white gold. Still, the month since the defense of Bastian 
hadn’t been enough to bleed away the anger of the wounds or the 
startled look on Raven Ylamil’s face. 

Formerly the talk of the court for her high standing and exotic 
beauty, the sword-wielding princess had once stolen the eye of 
everyone, including the king. Now, only the sword and the outer 
trappings remained. The Infernal had plundered her eye and her long 
black hair, showing everyone the cost of tangling with the Black. 

Judge Roger Small took a careful step forward and made the full 
introductions, “Lady Raven Ylamil-Storm of Bastian and House Storm, 
designated Hero of the Northern Reaches. The Lady’s cousin and 
protector, Andarion Ylamil, guides her. Vigil Tila Wind and Consul 
Lynda Snow of the Order of the Vigil accompany them. To their right, 
Captain Anzor Dawe, the newly appointed ambassador from Niantia, 


and Major Ben Heck of the King’s Realm Guard. Both officers fought 
the Infernal Horde in the siege of Bastian.” 

Everyone in the small group bowed except Tila Wind. As Vigil of 
Maidenhall, she held a unique standing on par with the King. 

Falbrenn seemed nauseous and ill at ease after the common 
formality and stared at his cousin, the Judge of Maidenhall. “We are 
most grateful for the courage shown by those present in defense of our 
realm. The letter that | received from Lord Snow was most compelling. 
| must extend the honor of Duke Ragir, declaring Lady Ylamil-Storm to 
be a Hero of the Realm. She shall never bow in my presence again.” 

Lord Small turned the page on the morning’s script, “It is noted, 
Sire. Lady Ylamil brings word of the death of her father. King Janus 
Ylamil did not survive the siege. A year-long interregnum in Bastian 
has been decreed, suspending the Royal standing of the Ylamil 
bloodline. Lady Ylamil seeks a safe haven while the throne of the dark 
elves remains unsettled.” 

Ignoring Small’s exposition, the King took his seat. “Tell me of the 
death of Sir Tytus and his cohort.” 

Having seen the Old Guard’s destruction from a distance, Major 
Heck offered his stern account, “The Hell-knight laid a trap on our right 
flank and placed itself as the bait. A raft of Hell-spiders emerged from 
their burrows beneath the bears as they advanced, catching them by 
surprise. Heavily outnumbered, the Old Guard defeated the enemy 
even as they succumbed to their wounds and the poison of the 
spider’s fangs. The ambush was over in mere moments.” 

“They were Colivar’s finest.” Falorenn scanned the group, centering 
his gaze on Raven. “Lady Ylamil, I’m told you left the walls of Bastian 
shortly after that. What compelled you to confront the Hell-knight 
alone?” 

Raven hesitated, seeming even more distracted than the king. A 
mottled gray scarf covered her hair and a fraction of her face. It 
couldn't hide the fact that only one gray eye remained to gather in the 
room. Her hand rested on the arm of her cousin. A pair of mismatched 
bodyguards stood at the back of the hall, trading stares with the King’s 
Realm Guard. 

Raven finally answered, “It was owed.” 


Trying to understand where the woman and her weapon fit in the 
reality of a war-torn continent, Falobrenn responded immediately, “To 
whom?” 

Raven might have replied that it wasn’t owed to any Gold, 
honorable or not. Instead, she took a deep breath and led the king 
elsewhere, “Your Highness, while the elven bloodlines will certainly 
sort themselves, | ask for your consideration of the plight of Niantia 
and ask that you rescind the declaration of war between the realms.” 

“On what grounds?” 

“On the grounds that Niantia no longer exists. The land is in ruin 
with only a few cities remaining, and none are hostile to our cause. 
They sacrificed the last of their armies to destroy the Damogir’s Horde 
at Bastian.” 

Falbrenn squirmed on his throne, “Lord Snow noted reports of an 
even larger threat at the Nantine capital of Qreyl. Is this not true?” 

The King had certainly been briefed on the war’s coarser points and 
the second Horde’s potential threat. As the ruler of the largest realm on 
the continent, he had the most to lose. 

Raven offered a careful response, “I wish that | could say otherwise, 
but the people of Niantia are the victims, not the cause, and are 
certainly no longer a threat to Colivar.” 

In asking for peace with Niantia, Raven was shining a light on the 
fact that an Infernal domain was present and at war with their entire 
world. She pressed for unity within the domain of mankind. 

Lord Small saw the looming dead-end in his cousin’s face and 
sought to redirect the conversation, “Captain Dawe, as a delegate of 
Niantia, do you speak for your emperor?” 

Anzor Dawe owned a strong chin and a strong pate of shocking 
blonde hair. His skin had tanned from the long ride south to 
Maidenhall, and he now looked more like a handsome human than a 
handsome ghost. 

“No, Your Highness. The Damogir is a slave to the Black Emperor. | 
speak only for the Prince of Niantia and the survivors of our ruined 
land.” 

King Falbrenn’s interest peaked. The Golds had their own rules of 
succession. “Niantia has gained a Prince without having a Queen? 


How does your Prince have any legitimate claim?” 

“He is the son of the Damogir, but his claim is that of a rescuer, not 
a ruler. If my realm still exists in a month or a year, it will be by his 
doing alone.” 

“Alone, you say? And where is this bastard prince?” 

Captain Dawe used his long-learned discipline to answer calmly, 
“Qreyl, Your Highness. He was seen entering the city a month ago.” 

The King’s optimism waned. “Does that seem prudent given the 
reports?” 

Captain Dawe shook his head, “Yes and no, Your Highness. Qreyl 
is the stronghold of the Black Emperor. Only there can someone break 
the curse that devours us.” 

Vigil Wind spoke from the back of the small group. “King Falbrenn, | 
would like to speak on behalf of Vigil Storm regarding the city of Qreyl 
and the land of Niantia.” 

“Wasn't it on Vigil Storm’s word that we declared war in the first 
place?” 

Perhaps there had been some confusion all along, and that was the 
point. War for the Golds was a manageable affair where Champion 
Knights carried the day and armies gained ground or retreated in good 
order. That was the central message being brought before the King. 
The colors were wrong, and his reality was threatened. War against 
the Black was impossible to manage and far more costly than one ever 
expected. It was written all over Lady Ylamil’s face, yet the King of 
Colivar would never acknowledge that which was beyond his control. 

Tila Wind knew what she was doing. “Of course, Your Highness, 
and with the destruction of the Damogir’s Horde, we have kept the 
Infernal plague within the bounds of Niantia. There is nothing left to do 
but watch the passes and wait for word of his success or failure.” 

“Whose word?” 

“That of Vigil Storm. He is in Qreyl with the Prince of Niantia.” 

“Vigil Storm has gone into the stronghold of the Black Emperor?” 

“Vigil Storm’s earlier campaign in the Dungarr Basin was a similar 
foray. There, he removed the growing influence of the Black Emperor 
from Colivar’s eastern border.” 

“He also destroyed an entire sect of Heretics, men, women, and 


children, if I'm not mistaken. How am | to declare peace with the 
people of Niantia if Vigil Storm will simply wipe them all out in the 
end?” 

Falbrenn didn’t know the darker half of it, but he wasn’t entirely 
wrong in his line of thinking. 

“Our war is with the Black,” said Tila Wind. “Lord Storm’s House has 
grown, and it has declared its support for the people of Niantia as 
much as it also defends the realm of Colivar.” 

“And Bastian as well, | presume?” Falbrenn wasn’t enjoying himself, 
but the folly of three wars, let alone four, bearing down on House 
Storm reinforced his thoughts about the dangerous and wayward 
nature of Vigil Storm. 

House Storm wasn’t the intended target of the day’s audience. It 
would sink or swim of its own accord. At the death of King Ylamil, 
Storm’s standing among the Golds had disappeared along with its 
Vigil. 

Andarion Ylamil saw the King’s eagerness and pushed back ever so 
gently, “Your Highness, ours is a most uncivil war. It is a family affair 
and one we are forced to fight. While House Storm strives to remain 
neutral, there are lives and boundaries at stake.” 

Falbrenn felt like he had little choice but to cut them loose. “We will 
honor your neutrality as well as that of your dark elf brethren. In doing 
so, we will not take sides or influence the Bastian succession.” 

Andarion looked at Raven. Was this how Ara felt when he’d last met 
with King Janus Ylamil? 

Raven didn’t blink. “King Falbrenn, | look forward to relating your 
position to my husband upon his return.” Her words said one thing, her 
tone another. Even with one eye, Raven could see that Falbrenn 
wasn't pleased. Feth him. 

“Lady Ylamil, how do you even know that your husband still exists?” 
When pushed, kings were allowed to be crass. 

“He must, for much is still owed.” 

“Would you not see to his rescue? Perhaps you could succeed in 
eliminating the Black Emperor as you did with that Hell-knight.” 

“My war is over.” Never had Raven been more wrong. 

“And yet you carry a sword across your back?” 


“It is a reminder and nothing more.” 

“A reminder for whom?” 

“Myself, my House, and my enemies.” 

To Falobrenn, weapons were weapons and nothing more. “And yet 
you forget where you are.” 

Vigil Wind had enough of the King’s overreaching attitude. “Your 
Highness, speaking for the Order of the Vigil, there is nothing we can 
do to further alter the balance in Niantia. We are protecting the 
northern cities. The remainder of Company Storm has relocated to 
Hamport under the sponsorship of the Duke of Breen. Lord Snow 
continues in Berykholt and the lower Everest. Vigil Stone has moved 
north to Stonnberg, while Vigil Moon remains in Lockrun. The Order’s 
elite scouts roam the lower Nantine plains, hunting for rogues and 
searching for news.” 

“Vigil Wind, | appreciate the Order’s defense of our northern cities 
but is that enough? Now that the threat is known, shouldn’t we be 
doing more to eliminate it?” Falbrenn was grasping at straws. 

Tila offered a more fatalistic view, “Your Highness, the Old Guard 
rode into a trap and was annihilated by the forces of Black. Are you 
asking the same of the Order of the Vigil? We can do nothing more to 
affect the outcome in or around Qreyl. In the coming months, things 
may end badly for us all, or they won't. In the meantime, we can make 
a difference with our support of those Nantine cities and citizens that 
still survive north of the Everest and pray that it means something in 
the long run.” 

Whether it was due to Tila’s commanding voice or her clear grasp of 
reality, King Falbrenn seemed to concede, “In light of the commitment 
that the Order has made in this effort, | decree a truce between the 
people of Colivar and Niantia. When deemed safe, we will send 
delegates north to assess the situation. In the meantime, Captain 
Dawe will remain welcome at this court, and | expect my cousin to 
sustain his presence within the Royal Quarter.” 

Falbrenn turned to the Judge of Maidenhall, “Lord Small, is there 
anything else?” 

“| suggest we share what we know with Ambassador Howa of 
Fugaku. | feel that they would be grateful to know of the menace that 


lurks across their border.” 
Falbrenn gave it a moment's thought, “Il agree, but keep House 
Storm out of it. We don’t need another war.” 


Part Two 
The Gray Wind 


Chapter 11 


The Prince’s Guard 


The trip south from Larkton had gone mostly as planned, and 
Xander Pocket was satisfied with the result. It was easy to guard a 
wagon train when the men who would have plundered it were being 
paid to protect it. The Gray Houses of Tannoo had declared a secret 
truce, prohibiting Bann lone’s men from preying on the trade of 
Carolus Lampe or his minions. Too bad the caravan owner didn’t know 
that as they completed another circuit through the realm of Fugaku. 

Xander’s haul had been decent and far less risky than usual. All but 
two of the men escorting the wagon train were his. This allowed the 
grizzled Gray House veteran to divert an extra percentage into his own 
pockets. Adding to the gold marks he collected as they reached 
Tannoo, Xander had gotten more than an earful on the way. The 
caravan master practically talked in his sleep and had been quick to 
trust the sabers that surrounded him for the past week. It gave Xander 
an edge in a lucrative yet dangerous game. 

Xander’s newfound knowledge led him straight to Bann lone’s 
manor house in the capital. The boss had invested plenty in his current 
scheme and would certainly want to hear the latest news. Bann lone 
had lost his grip on a shipment that would have changed everything in 
the Gray House pecking order. An exotic elixir was supposed to have 
come down through the Akio Valley and been picked up in Larkton. Its 
first samples had shown immense promise and put everyone on 
notice, forcing a truce among the Tannoo Triad until things sorted 
themselves out. lone planned to do the sorting himself. 

Ignoring the magnificent view of the harbor and Boss lone’s angry 


stare, Xander Pocket repeated the bad news, “Jayl Carter’s train was 
empty.” 

“Are you sure?” said lone. 

If it were anyone else, Xander would have been insulted, but he’d 
learned to curb his reactions around Gray House bosses. “I found the 
carriers, newly arrived from Niantia, but they were empty-handed.” 

“If they were empty-handed, how do you know that they were the 
carriers?” 

“Nothing comes down through the Akio Cut these days. These two 
were dressed like Nantine military and a dangerous pair, no doubt. 
They even looked like Major Careck.” 

“Did they have any dispatches, sealed or otherwise?” 

“None. Nothing but food, weapons, and leather armor. Their kit was 
military issue and in good condition.” 

“They sound like couriers, not carriers. Did they give you any 
trouble?” 

“Surprisingly, not a lick. They mostly kept to themselves and didn’t 
even complain when we searched every rider and wagon in the train. 
Standard practice for the routes into Tannoo.” 

“Xander Pocket, | have no doubt that you will soon get to the point 
of your urgent business here.” 

Xander’s clear sight ability made him more than valuable to any 
Gray Lord. “Boss, Major Careck is dead. The two Nantines told me so 
themselves, and they weren't lying.” 

lone stood up in the face of another lost war, “How?” 

Major Careck was the source of Bann lone’s special contraband, 
the doses of Black that would augment his enforcers’ strength and 
speed. The Nantine major had been fiercely alive only a few months 
ago. They’d all watched Careck butcher lone’s chosen assassins. As a 
demonstration of power, the scene had been sufficient to sway 
everyone, including the Fuga Crown. 

Knowing that he might be thrown from the terrace in the next 
moment, Xander hesitated and smiled. He couldn't resist a bit of 
drama. “Boss, they said it was the Wind Catcher. Lord Storm is in 
Niantia.” 

lone clenched his fists. The Wind Catcher’s connection to House 


Na’am had tipped the balance away from Tannoo. “Tell me you know 
where those two Nantines are now.” 

“| do, and | also know where they're going. They’re headed up the 
Hill to meet with a Colonel in the Crown’s employ and then heading to 
Hollen to visit Governor Na’am. They didn’t say why.” 

“Inform the watchers and prepare your crew for a ride west. I’ve got 
a date with the Crown.” 


They were surrounded now; Fuga Recon troopers had them 
covered front and back. After a month on the road, they’d been 
intercepted at the last moment. Their luck on the road had held true 
until Tannoo. The caravan master knew his business. He’d paid his 
protection and moved the wagons at a steady pace. Those wranglers 
from Larkton had shaken them all down but hadn’t pressed the issue 
further. Neither man could complain, until now. 

Jackal Wise was pissed and let his brother know it, “Tumo, next 
time, let me do the talking.” 

The guards had even taken their horses. Tumo’s mention of their 
other brother and the Colonel that they were supposed to meet 
brought all sorts of attention where none was desired. Tumo was 
usually tight-lipped, but after weeks on the road and gaining a greater 
threshold for his pain, the stocky brawler of a man seemed to be more 
interested in spilling his guts than surviving. 

Tumo offered a thoughtful retort, “The horses were worn out 
anyway.” 

“The horses? What about us? What about me after listening to your 
snoring for the past month?” 

Tumo Storm had racked up several broken bones during his young 
life, and his nose had taken more than its share of beatings. His 
crooked smile offered a coarse contrast to Jack’s more handsome 
face, and Tumo figured his noisy sleeping made them almost equal in 
the morning. That Jack complained about it only helped pass their time 
in the saddle. In Tumo’s mind, it was a win either way. 

“Now you're speechless?” said Jack. “Or just waiting until you meet 
the Queen? You'll get us both hung as spies.” 

Being so close to the end of their long trek, they were becoming 


impatient. The pair were ragged after another week’s ride south from 
Larkton, and they should have stopped at an inn first to rest and get 
cleaned up. More than anything, their filthy appearance only marked 
them for scrutiny at the gate into the Crown Quarter. 

The Fuga troopers halted outside an enormous building and waited, 
keeping the two men hemmed in. An officer approached, carrying a 
worried look. He studied the pair closely. 

“lam Colonel Reno of the Fuga Recon Corps. Who might you be?” 

Jack placed a firm hand on his brother’s shoulder, “I’m Jack Wise, 
and this is Tumo Storm, blood sworn members of the Prince’s Guard in 
Niantia. We’re on our way to Hollen and only stopped by to deliver a 
message. Please reconsider your attempt to detain us.” 

“lam unaware of any Nantine Prince nor any attempt to detain you. 
By your appearance alone, I'd say you were impostors worthy of being 
dunked in the harbor and sent on your way.” 

Stricken by disappointment, Tumo couldn’t help himself, “He said 
we’d enjoy the beds here.” 

“Who?” said the Colonel. 

Fighting to keep his cool, Jack guided Tumo back a step, “Our 
brother, the Gray Prince of Niantia. He said you would know him as the 
Wind Catcher of Fugaku. He sends a warning wrapped in his regards 
from the time you spent together in Kyserville.” 

Reno had heard enough. He held up his hand, “Please hold your 
tongue and follow me. Sergeant, send someone ahead to ready the 
House Guard.” 

They turned away from the Crown Hall and marched up an easy 
slope to the Quarter’s far corner. Tumo limped, slowing their pace, and 
he gripped Jack’s shoulder for support. Tumo’s troublesome femur 
was throbbing to the point that Jack felt it too. In the distance, a 
brilliant, white stone mansion loomed, causing their eyes to water even 
further as the sun glinted down. A platoon of Recon troopers circled 
the massive house. 

“This is your brothers mansion. No matter how hard he tries to 
banish himself from the mind of the Sovereign, he fails. You'll find the 
beds and the baths to be quite tolerable.” 

“How do you know Ara Storm?” said Tumo. 


“Lord Storm’s company assisted mine last year in the Akio Valley. 
For his trouble, he was given the title Wind Catcher by the Sovereign 
of Fugaku.” 

“The Akio Valley is one creepy place,” said Jack. 

Reno nodded, “From what | hear, the northern end of the Akio is the 
true beginning of insanity.” 

Jack couldn't disagree, “Niantia is beyond ruin.” 

“Please hold that thought. Take a moment to rest and bathe. The 
servants here are at your disposal, and the Recon platoon is in place 
for your protection. | will return shortly to discuss the situation.” 

“Why would we need protection?” 

“’m certain we’re not the first to note your arrival in Tannoo. The 
Wind Catcher has a long list of rivals, including the Crown.” 

Tumo wasn't to be put off, “Colonel Reno, we intend to be on the 
road for Hollen by tomorrow morning at the latest. We’re on our way to 
meet our sister.” 

Lord Storm was the adopted son of House Na’am, and by law, the 
brother of Rebekah Na’am, the Governor of Hollen Province. Colonel 
Reno thought the woman was in for a great surprise. 


Two hours later, dinner was served. Two colonels sat across the 
table from Tumo and Jack. 

“Colonel Thule, formerly of the Nantine Vanguard Army, is acting on 
his own accord as the Nantine ambassador to the Crown of Fugaku.” 

A vast number of uniformed bodies had been left to rot on the road 
south from Citadel on the northern border of Fugaku. 

“Colonel, we’ve seen your army,” Jackal Wise leaked his contempt. 
In a way, he was proud, knowing who had orchestrated the slaughter. 
“It wasn’t pretty.” 

“Jack, that’s Hani’s father. Be polite.” Tumo was feeling far better 
after soaking in a hot bath. It was an epic first for the stocky young 
man. 

“You’ve met my Hani?” said the Colonel. “How is she?” 

“Your Hani? That waif of a woman that you left for the Get of the 
Damogir?” Jack studied the man’s cold expression. “They kill the cast- 
offs after they rape them, of course. Just her luck that Careck met his 


match at the Queen’s Hold.” 

Colonel Thule’s face turned to ash beneath its frown. 

“What?” Jack knew a self-serving soul when he saw it. “Careck is 
dead, undone by the Wind Catcher.” 

In its simplest form, the act was the result of a family squabble; at 
its worst, it was a declaration of war. To their brother, it had certainly 
been both. 

It was Reno’s turn to blanch, “The Wind Catcher of Fugaku 
destroyed the First Fang of the Get of the Damogir?” 

Jackal Wise wasn’t here to make friends. “He destroyed the Get of 
the Damogir. Every last one.” 

Tumo added, “He’s gone to Qreyl to confront the Damogir.” 

“When?” said Thule. 

“A month ago,” said Jack. “That’s why we’re here. He wanted us to 
warn you that things could become untethered in Niantia.” 

“Untethered?” said Reno. 

“Ara’s word, not mine. Ask Colonel Thule what it means.” 

Thule’s momentary concern for his daughter was long forgotten. “It 
means the end of the world as we know it.” 

In the distance, a bell rang out in the cool spring evening. Colonel 
Reno had little doubt about its connection to the current conversation. 

“Gentlemen, an urgent assembly is being called at the Crown Hall. 
Please come with us to hear the Sovereign’s concern. The sooner it is 
resolved, the sooner you two can be on the road west.” 


The gallery overhead was almost full when they arrived, so they 
worked their way up one side of the hall’s main floor, finding a spot 
within hailing distance of the Sovereign of Fugaku. The space directly 
in front of the steps and stage was empty, signaling that the Crown 
had the floor. 

Sovereign Doyne stood, joining the rest of the room on their feet. 
“Colonel Thule, please present yourself before us. We have matters to 
discuss.” 

In Tannoo, by law, everything was done out in the open. The more 
witnesses, the more effective the lesson or decree. 

“The heads of the Triad, please present yourselves, as well.” 


Bann lone, Carolus Lampe, and Angus Rhill approached, taking 
positions to the left of Colonel Thule. 

The Crown of Fugaku was a woman of middle-age. She wore a 
perfectly fitted long dress with a silver brooch and a face that was all 
business. Her hands remained bare. She clenched them as if she were 
readying to grasp hold of someone’s throat. “Thank you all for heeding 
my summons. | will get straight to the point. Word has reached me 
through House lone that the Wind Catcher of Fugaku has declared war 
on Niantia. We have no reason to doubt this and must come to a 
consensus on how to proceed.” 

The gallery rumbled with a hundred conversations as Sovereign 
Doyne continued, “Colonel Thule, can you confirm or deny this news?” 

“Sovereign Doyne, | can confirm it. | received word as the summons 
bell rang out.” 

The Crown nodded her thanks to Bann lone for the favor shown. 
Being the last to know of war was a poor look for any sanctioned ruler. 

“Colonel Thule, who gave you the news?” 

“A pair of messengers from Niantia arrived this afternoon. They 
were sent to warn Fugaku of certain events pertaining to the death of 
the First Fang of Niantia. By our Damogir’s decree, Careck was 
considered untouchable.” 

“We have similar laws and customs. Certain individuals in the 
Realm of Fugaku have become untouchable in the eyes of the Crown, 
Master lone included. It is his suggestion that, in the aftermath of this 
latest act of aggression, | rescind the privileged status of the Wind 
Catcher and his House. Does anyone here object?” 

Colonel Reno stepped forward, “I object.” 

The many Gray House agents present throughout the hall rumbled 
loudly at Reno’s aplomb. The many uniformed officers remained silent, 
watching how things would play out. Reno was a seasoned veteran 
and usually the first into any fight. 

Sovereign Doyne wasn’t surprised. “Colonel Reno, you may speak 
on behalf of the Wind Catcher.” 

“Sovereign, Colonel Thule has failed to mention several key factors 
that should be considered, the first being that Lord Storm was acting in 
defense of his home and his family. The Get of the Damogir were 


driven by the Black. They made Yan Magata look like a kitten by 
comparison.” 

Yan Magata was a legend among Gray House assassins. The 
reference wasn’t lost on anyone in the hall, especially not the Crown. 

“And where is Lord Storm now?” 

Colonel Reno looked to his right, waving Tumo and Jack forward. 
“Sovereign Doyne, the couriers from Niantia are here to answer your 
concerns.” 

Reno knew it was a bad idea, but it had to be allowed. The Crown 
had to hear the news from its unlikely source. 

Jack took the lead, “Your Highness, Lord Storm is in Niantia, visiting 
the capital city of Qreyl.” 

“What does Lord Storm hope to accomplish?” 

“Our brother doesn’t mess around. He'll set the Damogir straight.” 

“Brother?” said Doyne. 

Tumo stood tall, “We are the Prince’s Guard. Ara Storm is a son of 
the Damogir and has claimed Niantia as his own.” 

The room erupted as Doyne struggled to grasp the news. She 
searched the present haystack for a useful needle. “He wasn’t acting 
as the Wind Catcher of Fugaku?” 

“Fugaku? Feth that,” said Jack Wise. “Ara acted as the Prince of 
Niantia. He’s drawn Colivar and the dark elves into the fight. His wife is 
a princess of Bastian, or didn’t you know?” 

There was plenty that Sovereign Doyne lacked when it came to the 
life and mind of Ara Storm. “Was Lord Storm a recognized Prince of 
Niantia when he killed the Get of the Damogir?” 

“When he killed Careck, yes. Before that, I’m not sure. The point is, 
he sent us to warn you of the danger. We’ve done that, and we'll be on 
Our way.” 

“What danger? Colonel Thule, would you care to enlighten us?” 

It was the Colonel’s turn to squirm under Doyne’s strident gaze. 
“The Damogir maintains little in the way of armies anymore, but he still 
has the Infernal Horde at his disposal.” 

Reno asked, “The same Horde that destroyed your army in the Akio 
Valley?” 

“Not at all,” said Thule. “That was only a seed, a few hundred fiends 


compared to the many thousands that exist in Niantia.” 

To Colonel Reno, the news was a death sentence. “How would we 
stop them?” 

“You can’t. You simply bow and obey the Emperor, or you die.” 

Sovereign Doyne leaned forward in her seat, “Is that a threat, 
Ambassador Thule?” 

Colonel Dagan Thule seemed to catch himself as if suddenly 
remembering who and where he was. “Not at all. It is simply the 
epitaph of Niantia. May our ruins remain north of the Everest Range.” 

“And the reported deeds of the Wind Catcher?” 

“lve never met the man, but regardless of whether or not he 
succeeds in his quest, an Infernal storm is likely to break loose across 
the entire continent.” 

Sovereign Doyne was scratching in the dust, hoping for a morsel of 
guidance. “Ambassador Thule, based on Lord Storm’s treachery, are 
we now at war?” 

Thule had landed on his feet. Bereft of his family and his regiment, 
he’d escaped to the Court of Fugaku. His only standing was his 
uniform and his ability to negotiate with the fringes of Niantia. His 
family was being held hostage within the newly captured walls of 
Citadel while he was held captive by the Black. He’d consumed his 
dose as a field officer in the service of the Damogir. 

“Colonel Thule? Can you answer?” 

The Colonel didn’t have the spine to answer such a fateful question. 

Feth that, thought Jack Wise as he interjected, “Your Highness, the 
Realm of Niantia has been at war with reality for years. By the light in 
your eyes, | can see that you aren’t yet bound by the diabolical forces 
of the Damogir. Speaking for the Prince of Niantia, | can assure you 
that our realms are most certainly at war.” 

This didn’t seem to surprise Doyne one bit. 

“It is witnessed.” The Crown peered around the room, “Rephrasing 
Colonel Reno’s earlier question, what is our best response?” 

“You could reinforce the Citadel stronghold with everything you’ve 
got and pray that it’s enough to hold back the Black tide,” said Jack. 

Sovereign Doyne appreciated the man’s candor and offered an out 
for the pair. “Do you serve the Wind Catcher?” 


Being sensitive to traps, Tumo sidestepped the question, “We were 
just passing through. We’re on our way to visit our sister in Hollen.” 

The Gray Houses were maneuvering in the face of war, and the 
Crown wasn't one to interfere with their schemes. As yet unassigned to 
a major House, Citadel had become a point of contention. Being the 
focal point of the realm’s future defense, the stronghold would need a 
certain mindset or a suitable scapegoat to defend it. 

Sovereign Doyne considered her options. The heads of the three 
Gray Houses failed to meet her scrutinous gaze. They’d been thick as 
thieves of late, and she was about to upset their plans. 

“To our Nantine couriers, | grant you your parole within the borders 
of Fugaku. | will provide you with dispatches for the governor of Hollen. 
Pick them up here in the morning and deliver them with all haste.” 

Sovereign Doyne might as well have painted a target on the 
brothers’ backs. Tumo ignored Jack’s angry stare, but as he so often 
found out, his brother was usually right. 


Chapter 12 


Nantines at the Gate 


Barent Callister ran a fast wagon train between Tannoo and Hollen, 
completing a round trip each week. After two decades, his reputation 
was enough to land him a contract with the dominant Houses and the 
protected status that goes with it. Thus, it was with plenty of ire that 
he’d allowed the enforcers to tag along on his latest trip, climbing west 
into the harsh landscape of the Fuga Steppe. 

The roads were in passable shape, and the late spring weather was 
mild. Hollen Province was governed by the cursed House of Na’am. 
They took any deviation in trade seriously and leveraged their 
partnership with the local Fuga Recon section to scour away any 
bandits from its highways. This left only wolves, mainly those in Gray 
House clothing, to prey upon the caravans. 

After the usual shakedown a day west of Tannoo, the unwanted 
outriders had kept to themselves. The presence of the heavily armed 
guards, their larger than usual number, and their blatant indifference to 
any threats along the road made little sense to Callister. As the wagon 
train passed through the eastern gate of Hollen and headed for the city 
plaza, Callister breathed a sigh of relief and began double-checking his 
manifest. The local customs officers would review it before cutting the 
caravan loose. 

Callister waved to a hand named Xander, hoping to pay off the 
extra protection right away and reclaim his independence. They would 
take a decent bite out of his profits; it was another tax for the Gray 
Houses and a reminder of who really ruled the realm. Perhaps that’s 
what this was. A reminder to a road-tested trader with little chance of 


forgetting his place in the scheme of things. 

Xander caught the pouch of gold marks and bounced it in his hand, 
“Seems about right. We have some small business in town tonight. We 
will be happy to escort you back to Tannoo tomorrow or the next day.” 

“Tomorrow morning, at dawn,” said Callister. He hoped the early 
hour would put the man off. “We won't wait long.” 

“That’s fair. | know how hard it is to stick to a schedule.” 

“Then, | feel like | should be asking you to pay for my services.” 

“And | feel like you are extremely smart for not doing so. In fact, 
you'd best forget our journey west altogether.” Conveniently, Xander 
Pocket hadn’t forgotten to collect his fee first. 

“What journey?” said Callister. Old caravanners were rare and knew 
how to avoid potholes. “You are welcome to join us for the customs 
paperwork. Otherwise, | bid you good day.” 

They had reached the sizable plaza and parked their wagons, 
waiting on the local customs assessment. Callister handed over his 
long list and searched the crowd for his many contacts that had come 
to take delivery. A pair of unwanted outriders remained, surreptitiously 
watching from the edge of the square as he went about his business. 
Callister rifled through his contracts, exchanging payments, and even 
helping to unload carts. He tore up contracts as they were filled until 
only one remained, and he tore that one up too. With the afternoon 
beginning to wane, the wagon boss rounded up his team of drivers and 
headed for his favorite pub. 


The runner came and went, as was his routine every afternoon. 
Only the contents of his satchel varied, depending on the season and 
the day. Any watchers that caught and searched him would only find 
some ink, a tuft of feathers, or perhaps a bag of apples. Toting only a 
few pieces of torn paper, today’s delivery was far lighter than usual. 
Still, he’d received a silver mark, same as always, and used his speed 
coming back down the hill to avoid anyone that might cause him 
trouble. 

“Empty,” said Becks. “Callister never misses a delivery.” 

“Then it must mean trouble,” said Cressida. “Where is Master 
Callister now?” 


“If he’s smart, he’s drunk under a table at the Fallen Staff. We won’t 
be bothering him with this.” 

“| wasn’t planning on sharing. | just thought it smart to get a body 
count beforehand.” 

“ll have someone check with the east gate guards. Maybe the 
interlopers were in a hurry and didn’t trickle in like last time.” 

“Becks, | can feel it. Someone or something has arrived. This isn’t 
like last time.” 

Having lived under the sharpest of knives and the blackest of souls, 
Cressida Storm was an expert on the feel of curses. Her life was 
defined by an annihilating pain and an emptiness in her heart. The 
Gray Wind of Tannoo had been acquired as a young child and tortured 
into her current form. Her continued existence upset the balance 
among the remaining Gray Houses, and if they managed to finally 
destroy her, they’d be doing her a favor. 

Without a path of escape, Cressida fought to endure every hour of 
every day and deny the world its due. Her twenty-two-year-old frame 
worked relentlessly, further honing her skills and physical conditioning. 
She relied on the intense training to distract her mind from the disease 
that gnawed at her soul day and night. She had forgone her heavy 
sword for a matching pair of daggers. Created from the massive fangs 
of a death-demon incarnate, each dagger held a small shard of the 
Kjaira demon’s soul and a bit more. It was to this that she clung, 
hoping that she would heal, but her faith was misplaced. 

Becks didn’t like the sound of Cressida’s uncertainty. “Not like last 
time? You didn’t have any trouble killing those three assassins once 
they’d made it over our walls.” 

Viren Drake’s ornery wolfhound Dagr remained chained up in the 
yard. It had sounded the alarm, and Cressida had arrived to end the 
intruders even before they could silence the dog. 

“Tell Viren to call in his men. Recon shouldn't get involved in this.” 

“What will you do?” said Becks. 

“I'll wait at the villa’s front gate. It'll be me they want.” 

“Maybe, but whoever it is, | doubt they'll stop at your demise.” 

“If it comes to that, use the escape passage and let Viren hunt them 
down using his full Recon section. This is your city. Once the 


trespassers make their move, they won't be able to hide.” 

“But you want us to run and hide?” Becks knew that her husband 
would never consider such a thing. 

“| want you to make my job easier. Knowing that you'll be safe will 
allow me to focus on whatever’s coming up this hill.” 


The gate guard pointed to the hill around which the entire town was 
centered. The villa up top caught the last rays of the sun, showing off 
its pale walls for the newcomers. 

“Too easy,” said Jack. “We'll just keep walking until we run out of 
hill, and we're there.” 

Tumo wasn’t buying it. Neither was his leg. “Why not ride? If that’s 
the governor’s manor, they must have stables.” 

Jack could think of several reasons to be on foot while maneuvering 
through the dense, urban landscape, but the look in his brother’s eyes 
quashed any argument. “Tumo, you’re gonna need to dial that back so 
| can think straight.” 

Swimming in pain, Tumo grimaced, “When did your ability to think 
straight ever do us any good?” 

Survival in the lands of Niantia was never easy but finding the 
predators to be even more numerous and better organized in Fugaku 
was a hard slap in the face for Jackal Wise. He’d been given a 
mission, and after more than a month on the road, he was intent on 
reaching its conclusion. 

“Good point. I'll walk ahead. You'll ride and lead my horse. 
Shouldn't take us that long to reach the governor’s estate.” 

The route from the east gate was the most direct, allowing the two 
men to follow a long, straight avenue most of the way. Passing through 
a boundary gate, they emerged from the rows of rugged houses into a 
vacant expanse of rough terrain that surrounded the walls of the 
governor's villa. As they began to curl their way up the steeper road, 
Tumo clicked his tongue once and mixed a dash of fear into the pain 
he constantly felt. 

Jack did his best to avoid glancing back but caught the movement 
of twenty men following their progress on either side of the road behind 
them. 


Tumo whispered, “Xander and his crew. What the feth are they 
doing here?” 

Thirty yards back and not even trying to hide their presence, Xander 
Pocket called out, “Took you two long enough to get here.” 

Jack whispered, “Definitely not the welcoming committee. Feth ‘em. 
Let’s keep going.” 

Ignoring one’s problems never got you far in the real world. As the 
pair turned the last curve and caught sight of the villa’s open front gate, 
Xander’s men swept forward in a run, quickly closing the gap. 

“Feth, and we were almost there.” Drawing his dagger and a long 
cavalry sword, Jack spun and smacked Tumo’s horse with the flat of 
his blade. 

“Jack!” Tumo screamed as his horse bolted up the hill, leaving his 
brother behind. 


Twenty-two was a better number, far better than the three they’d 
sent last time. It was a better match for her skill. The steep hill and the 
rough ground would ruin their cohesion, and the fact that one was on a 
horse, leading the charge, was a grievous mistake. 

Dusk was her favorite time of day, her last chance to burn down the 
icy pain that ravaged her. In every battle, there was a moment when 
one had to decide to fight on or retreat, and with each sunset, Cressida 
begged for the chance to retreat, knowing that she could only fight on. 

She watched herself race away from the battle on a horse that 
wouldn't stop, and at the same time, she watched herself spin and 
dodge right, leaping into the flank of the on-coming line of attackers. 
She snapped awake at another more pressing sight and dove to the 
left, barely avoiding the stampeding horse and rider. 

“Sorry!” the man screamed as he careened through the open gate, 
spilling from his saddle. 

A blast of pain caught Cress through her chest, forcing her to her 
feet in a blaze of inner fire. She’d been there before. She knew the 
rider wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon. 

Forty yards farther down the hill, the trespassers advanced, 
wheeling forward in a ragged line of blades. Something in Cressida 
cracked at the sight. Twenty was a good number, too, even as it began 


to spread out and surround a lone fighter. The Gray Wind, howling like 
a gale, began her run. 

Covered in thick leather, the unwelcome enforcers wielded hand 
axes and light-bladed sabers. They maintained their spacing and 
countered every attack with a strike from another angle. As a skill long 
taught in the Gray Houses, it worked effectively during a turf battle on 
almost any ground, but it wasn’t meant to fight someone with the skills 
of the Gray Wind and the spatial awareness of a Kjaira. 

With every other strike, Cress dropped another interloper. The 
eight-inch fangs of her war-daggers pierced leather and bone like 
paper and blocked the momentum of counterstrikes with unreal ease. 

The lone swordsman fought like a lion in a desperate retreat, 
stringing his foes across the hill until a dark-clad blur crashed into their 
flank, decapitating one man and bowling another into oblivion farther 
down the hill. That was all it took for the lion to reverse his momentum 
and charge forward in a rage. The tall man threw himself into the fire of 
pain that seemed to surround them all. 

Fifteen attackers were down when the rest broke, fleeing for the 
provincial city below. Face down in the scrub that lined the road, 
Xander Pocket died from a deep puncture wound to the back of his 
neck. 

The tall man screamed, trying to hold his partner back, “Tumo, 
stop!” 

With sweat dripping from her brow, Cressida worked on catching 
her breath as a dozen Recon soldiers streamed out of the front gate to 
finish the men off. 

Cressida blocked the order, “Hold!” 

The skirmish’s end matched the start for as much sense as it made 
to Cress. The lion, the taller of the two, wept as he helped the stockier 
man limp slowly up the hill toward the villa. The fire of pain diminished 
only slightly in her sight. 

“Feth, don’t let me touch her,” the shorter man wailed. “She'll burn.” 

“She’s already burning, dolt, and she looks all the better for it.” 

Suddenly aware of the Recon officer blocking their path, the 
pathetic-looking pair stopped and tried to gather themselves. 

Major Viren Drake rested one hand on the hilt of his combat knife as 


he studied the scene. The men standing before him were Nantine. 
With their overly pale complexions, that much was certain, yet they 
seemed familiar in an impossible way. 

“Who sent you?” said Drake. 

“Feth, you better be ready to make a list,” said Jack. “We’ve come a 
long way.” 

“Pick one.” 

Tumo cut in, “Jack, tell him Reno, or the Queen. We have 
dispatches.” 

“Feth that.” Jack answered Drake, “The Prince sent us. Can’t you 
tell?” 

“What Prince?” 

“The Gray Prince of Niantia.” 

“Who?” 

“Your fething brother-in-law, that’s who. Play dumb somewhere 
else, Viren Drake, and take your hand off that bloody knife of yours.” 

Ara Storm had filled the brothers in on whom they were likely to 
meet. For the most part, it had served the pair well on their long 
journey. 

“So, you know who | am.” Drake smiled, “Why are you both crying?” 

“Maybe Cressida Storm can tell you whenever she stops hiding 
behind you.” 

“Jack, she’s not hiding. She was amazing,” said Tumo. 

“That she was, even after you almost ran her down with your horse. 
How’s your leg?” 

“As good as new.” 

“Ha, we both know that’s a lie.” Jack rubbed the recurring wetness 
from his eyes and the dust that seemed to rule his days. 

And there she was, standing right in front of them, holding out her 
hand, “I’m Cressida Storm.” 

Jack reached out carefully and took it. “I’m Jackal Wise, and this is 
Tumo Storm. Your brother, Ara, sent us to protect you.” 

Cressida felt a connection between herself and the two foreign 
fighters. “My brother Ara? Protect me?” 

“Yes,” Tumo searched the rough ground around them for his next 
words. 


“Tumo, don't fail us now,” said Jack. 

“You saw her, Jack. She doesn’t need our protection. We’ve come 
all this way. What do we do now?” 

“Tumo, we follow our orders.” Jack pretended to cuff the shorter 
man upside the head. “Cressida Storm, Tumo and | are your half- 
brothers, as is Ara Storm. We’re all unclaimed get of the Damogir of 
Niantia.” 

Tumo added, “Not anymore. We've been claimed, and in return, we 
came to claim you as our sister.” 

Cressida couldn’t believe it. She had lived her entire life in isolation, 
serving a House that had treated her as a possession, a slave and 
nothing more. She’d never experienced any true family. “You’re the 
blood brothers of Ara Storm? And he sent you away?” 

Jack saw her skepticism. He’d been warned. “Ara sent everyone 
away. Careck was his brother, too, and Ara put a knife through the 
bastard’s heart. | think we got the better deal by far.” 

“Careck was a monster. How do | know that you’re not more of the 
same?” 

It was a reasonable question. Shielding his brother, Jack moved in 
close, “Maybe /am. Why don’t you bite me on the lip and find out?” 

In the background, Viren Drake laughed at the veiled reference to a 
darker time. “Cress, | think we’ve found you a sparring partner. If you 
don’t keep him, Becks certainly will.” 


Chapter 13 
Breaking the Ice 


“Cress, how many got away?” said Drake. 

“Five. I’ve seen some of them before. I’m sure of it.” 

“They're from Tannoo,” said Jack. “We rode with them down from 
Larkton, guarding a caravan. Their leader was named Xander, and 
they were expecting some sort of special delivery from Niantia that 
never arrived. They thought we were the carriers.” 

Being tall, dark of hair, and more than handsome, Rebekah Drake 
had a bold personality that seemed to compliment Viren’s more laid- 
back demeanor. She had mixed feelings when it came to family, 
especially brothers. “So, you brought the trouble to my city?” 

Tumo and Jack were almost as inspired by Becks as they were by 
Cress. It took a will of steel to hold the seat of Hollen in the face of 
recurring threats from Tannoo, and Becks didn’t disappoint when it 
came to sizing them up. 

“We didn’t mean to,” said Tumo. “I think we may have said too 
much when we met the Queen.” 

“The Queen? You mean Sovereign Doyne in Tannoo?” said Becks. 

“Yes, and | can already tell that | like you better.” 

Jack chuckled, “Master Drake, | failed to warn you about Tumo, the 
sweet talker. If he knew how to ride a horse, he’d make any woman 
proud to own him.” 

Tumo blushed profusely. He reached into his travel pack, hoping to 
change the subject. “Here are the dispatches that the Queen sent. And 
there’s one from Colonel Reno. Something about the Wind Catcher 
starting a war.” 


“Any messages from Ara Storm?” 

“Besides the world ending in Niantia, he was most concerned about 
us meeting Cress. He wanted her to know what it feels like to have a 
true family and to know that she is never alone where he is 
concerned.” 

Cressida was still skeptical of the pair's sudden appearance. “So, 
what? | get to keep you both?” 

Jack liked the woman’s steely expression, knowing what it hid 
beneath. “We're a package deal. We don't intend to bring you more 
trouble or pain, but I’m afraid that’s all we’ve got to show for our lives 
so far.” 

“It's Tumo, isn’t it? 

“What?” said Jack. 

Cress pointed to her heart. “The burning pain that | feel right here. 
It’s like a spike of fire.” 

“Tumo carries some wounds that have never properly healed. Ara 
taught him to share the harsh energy with his family, and it helps him 
survive the pain. Give him a few days of rest, and he'll be as good as 
new.” 

For Tumo, it had been a rough month and an even rougher arrival in 
Hollen. His thigh felt as if a rusty knife had pierced the bone down to its 
marrow. He could see the grimace that Jack tried to hide, and it wore 
him down even further. “Jack, we both know that’s a lie. I'll never be as 
good as new. Cress, I’m sorry for hurting you. It’s our bloodline 
connection. The curse that runs in our family draws in the darker 
energies around us.” 

“So that’s why you both ended up crying out there. It hurts that 
much?” 

Both men nodded. 

“We should go,” said Tumo. “We were supposed to protect you, not 
torture you. Ara will kill us when he finds out.” 

“Tumo Storm, sit back down. If anyone knows about being tortured, 
it's me. What | feel now is like fire; it warms me inside. | don’t feel the 
terrible, icy emptiness that ruins my every day.” 

Jack could feel the fire and ice combine within Cressida, canceling 
each other out. “Can you teach me how you do that?” 


“Never,” said Cress. 

“Can we stay here with you?” said Tumo. 

“Always.” 

Becks was more than pleased with Cressida’s response. “Now that 
we've gotten the important parts out of the way, what was that bit 
about the end of the world?” 


Becks and Viren Drake sat alone in the library of the Governor’s 
Villa, sifting through the many messages they’d received from the odd 
pair of brothers and trying to make sense of it all. 

“For once, the Crown is making her offer up front. That scares me 
more than anything. It’s not like her. And why did that crew wait until 
Hollen to ambush those two?” 

Viren Drake nodded, “They didn’t need twenty men to kill two. They 
weren't planning on stopping at the front gate.” 

“They weren't planning on the Gray Wind waiting outside the front 
gate, that’s for sure.” 

“All we know is that the Triad’s truce is over, and we can expect the 
Hollen Recon section to be called north again, leaving us utterly 
defenseless.” 

Becks didn’t want to hear any of it. The moves could certainly end 
her world and her House’s tenuous grip on the western province. 
“Feth, if | let that happen. The Crown and the Gray Houses have made 
their offers. Now it’s time to begin the negotiations.” 

“Becks, will it help her?” 

“What? Having the two brothers around?” 

“Yes.” 

Becks had lost her brother the year before, but her younger sister, 
Tila, felt the loss far deeper than her. “They’re human, and they share 
her blood. | don’t think it can hurt. Feth, nothing could get any worse 
for that girl.” 

“She’s never had a reliable thread to hold onto, and the fact that she 
hasn’t killed herself shows an immense resolve. The Gray Houses 
failed to understand that. If they did, they would send a whole lot more 
than twenty to try and bring her down.” 

“We’re going to have to confront Angus Rhill and his fixation with 


the Gray Wind. He still seems to forget his loyalty to House Na’am. By 
agreeing to the truce in Tannoo, he allowed lone to make their 
aggressive play, and he didn’t warn us when it ended.” 

“He’s been more than clear about his desire to own the Gray Wind. 
Maybe, we should let Cress decide how she would handle it.” 

“Dear, there’s no maybe. She’s not owned by anyone, not the 
Crown, not Ara, not me. When the time comes, she'll decide for herself 
where her path lies. In the meantime, we can track down the last of the 
interlopers and let the Crown stew a bit before we reply.” 

“The negotiations have already begun, haven’t they?” 

“You learn fast,” Becks purred. “Maybe | can teach you a few more 
things once you're done with your work.” 


Barent Callister inspected his line of wagons waiting outside the 
east gate. He’d skipped the night's heavier drinking in a bid to have 
everything and everyone loaded before dawn. The trip west had 
stressed him out, and he wanted to be well on his way to finishing the 
final leg before any more trouble arrived. Besides his less than usual 
cut, he’d been drawn into a skirmish between the Grays. The 
unwanted outriders had attacked the governor's estate the evening 
before, and the city had erupted in a frenzy, hunting down the surviving 
Tannoo crew during the night. 

Callister considered himself lucky that the gates were open this 
morning and that they’d been allowed through, but he knew it wouldn't 
last. 

As the sun crept over the horizon, a squad of Recon troopers 
arrived, following an officer with dark, almost piercing eyes. 

“Barent Callister, | am Major Drake of the Hollen Recon section. We 
have a special shipment for you to deliver in Tannoo if you have the 
room.” Drake held out a leather pouch as his men carried a sizable 
wooden box forward. 

Callister accepted the pouch but didn’t dare count it, knowing the 
amount he’d paid out a day earlier. The pouch was the same one yet 
far heavier this morning. “My regards to Governor Na’am. | take it that 
she is well?” 

“Quite well. She asks that you carry this return shipment.” 


“There’s plenty of room in the last two wagons. Where should we 
deliver the crate?” 

“The Crown Hall in Tannoo.” 

“Do | want to know what’s inside?” 

“No. This Recon squad will accompany you all the way to Tannoo, 
just in case. They carry dispatches as well.” 

“Is there anything that | should know regarding the state of the 
realm?” For Callister, it never hurt to ask. 

“I'd stick to the southern routes or the coast for the foreseeable 
future. There’s more trouble brewing in the North, and carrying a few 
extra guards won't help.” 


Jackal Wise was self-taught. A master, no. But his recent training 
with Ara and an uncanny ability to focus on the next attack before it 
materialized made him lethal. A controlled inner rage helped, too. Like 
most of Cressida’s opponents, he outweighed her enormously, and yet 
he couldn’t push her around. 

His cavalry sword should have easily swept away her guard, leaving 
her wide open to his follow-up attack, but she saw his maneuvers 
coming as clearly as he saw hers, and her fang-daggers were a world 
faster than the heavy steel that he wielded. Still, he pushed her hard 
enough to sweat and not grow bored. 

Tumo Storm was the judge, scoring points based on near misses 
and a slow count that gauged the fight’s duration. If Jack scored a 
single point, he won that round. Otherwise, he merely had to last until 
a count of sixty without giving Cress twenty points. 

Jack rarely won, but sixty was a vast improvement from the week 
before where Cress could tally twenty points in as many heartbeats. It 
all came back to her ability to block his momentum effortlessly and 
respond in a blink. He’d never met a man that could do that, other than 
Ara Storm with his wicked blades. Jack’s improvement came as much 
from her skill and teaching as it did from his ability to read her moves 
and intentions. He’d honed the ability with Tumo on the trip south, and 
the pair’s shared blood connection with Cress offered them the same. 

Tumo always went last, leaving his weapons on the bench. Cress 
did the same, and they practiced hand to hand, throwing and twisting 


each other around the yard. Tumo was a brawler and a bit slower than 
most when it came to maneuvering, but he used his weight to his 
advantage and his strength to grapple and punch. 

Cress was a master of leverage and played her insight against 
Tumo’s momentum, turning most of his attacks into a disaster for the 
young man. Tumo was an open book in her mind, moving as if he 
didn’t want to hurt her in the first place. She used it to her advantage, 
forcing the man to better hide his intentions and fake out his opponent. 
Tumo was permanently hampered by the poorly set bone in his thigh 
and couldn’t easily shift his weight to the left. This made him 
predictable, and if there was anything Cress hated, it was being 
predictable. 

Cress had won the previous round by ducking a half-hearted Tumo 
punch and throwing the man over her hip. Tumo hit hard but rolled with 
it, coming back on his feet quicker than Cress expected. He lunged 
straight into her midsection, knocking her flat on her back. 

The collision brought Jack to his feet, “Tumo, don’t break her!” 

Cress rolled onto her side and shook her head, “Jack, | need you to 
find Becks and tell her that we need Doctor Inoue immediately.” 

“Why?” 

“Just do it,” she coughed. 


Jack screamed when it happened. He was jogging up the 
governor's hill with the doctor, and the pain caught him by surprise. He 
staggered to a halt. In the distance, more shrieks sounded from inside 
the villa gate. 

Jack pointed up the hill, “Oh, feth. Please hurry, Doctor. I’m OK, just 
go.” 

By the time Jack arrived, his brother was laid out, moaning as 
Doctor Yante Inoue examined him. Cress sat with Tumo’s head in her 
lap, stroking his hair and crying right along with him. 

“Jack, grab his leg, help me,” said Yante Inoue. 

“Cress, what did you do?” he yelled. 

Inoue barked, “Jack, the leg is broken. | can feel it move. Now, hold 
his knee. We've got to reset the bone.” 

Tumo shrieked in pain as the doctor worked to straighten the bone. 


Jackal Wise bit his tongue and fumed beneath the pain of it all. Becks 
and Drake waited off to one side with a gurney crew. In moments, 
wooden slats were fitted and bound tightly around Tumo’s thigh, and 
he was Carried into the house. 

Rebekah Drake remained outside, watching Cressida from a short 
distance. The girl hadn’t moved from her spot on the ground, but 
judging by the tears on her face, her soul certainly had. Tumo’s bone 
had snapped inside her, too, and for the first time in her life, she felt 
true pain, the pain of pity for another and for herself. As a child, Cress 
had learned that reacting to pain only begot more pain, and pity begot 
double. She’d never cried. She didn’t even know how until that 
moment when her knee struck that crooked spot in Tumo’s thigh, and 
the afternoon exploded. 

If anyone knew how she felt, it was Becks. Her world had exploded 
years before, leaving her hanging on by a thread, slowly healing to a 
point far removed from the healthier souls around her. Viren Drake had 
pulled her back into the land of the living, or maybe it was her brother, 
Ram and his sacrifice, or her father and his misguided deals. Maybe, it 
was her crazy brother and his Black magic. He could heal others, but 
never himself. 

What kind of world is this that one can so easily add by taking 
away? 

“Will you forgive him now?” said Becks. 

“For what?” 

“For not showing you mercy when he had the chance.” 

“You think that bothers me?” 

“| Know it bothers me every morning, not knowing if we'll find you 
alive or not.” 

“I’m not one for shortcuts.” 

“Maybe not, but you’ll take them when they're offered. We all do.” 
Becks knew that for a fact. 

“Why do you think that?” 

“Because you're human.” 

“Since when?” 

“Since those two arrived, and you grabbed onto the filthy, frayed 
thread that they offered.” 


“What did you do to survive?” 

“| held on to Viren until the wolves tore me to pieces, and I'm still 
holding on.” 

“What wolves?” 

“The Wolves of Summer. Black-souled beasts.” 

“| was a Black-souled beast.” 

Becks knew that Cressida Storm kept the wolves at bay as much as 
Viren. “And now you’re not.” 

“How do you know?” 

“Your eyes are gray, not red. We all saw Careck’s.” 

“We all saw Tumo’s leg today.” 

“It wasn’t an accident?” 

“No,” said Cress. 

“| didn’t think so. You’re a Storm sister. You give others what they 
need, whether they know it or not.” 

“Where does that leave me?” 

“Sitting out here with me, scared to face your brothers.” 

“You think I’m scared?” 

“| think you're terrified, feeling things you’ve never felt before, and 
you don’t know how to deal with them.” 

“What about Jack? He’s going to hate me.” 

“He will until Tumo’s leg begins to heal straight. The trick is to not 
hate yourself in the meantime.” 

“Is that all?” said Cress. 

“Consider this a learning experience and sleep with one eye open, 
just in case.” 


Chapter 14 


Houses Divided 


“Cress, what’s your next move?” Viren may have come off more 
flippant than he intended, but only Becks knew for sure. 

Becks, Viren, and Cressida sat at the dining table, drinking their 
breakfast tea. Jackal Wise was nowhere to be seen. 

“I’m bringing breakfast to Tumo if he’s awake.” 

“He is. And after that?” said Drake. 

Becks slid an official dispatch from the Crown across the table, 
intercepting Viren’s line of questioning. “Sovereign Doyne has replied 
to our last message.” 

“The box of severed hands? How did she take it?” said Cress. 

“Badly, it seems.” Becks eyed Drake, giving him a dose of his own 
medicine. “Who would have known?” 

Viren merely shrugged it off. “If Xander and his men had waited until 
after the dispatches had been delivered, they’d have been on more 
solid ground, but then, they might have had to breach your walls. They 
wanted to send us a message, not start a war.” 

“And the message was?” 

“Stay within your walls.” 

“So, you don’t think that they would have come through our gate?” 
Becks knew Viren believed differently, but that was his job. 

Cress offered a different point of view, “I made certain that they 
didn't.” 

“That, you did, but you still haven’t answered Viren’s question. 
What’s your next move?” 

“What does Doyne want?” 


“Citadel remains unclaimed by any Gray House. She offers it to us 
for a price.” 

Cressida knew the price and knew that Becks would never agree. 
The Gray Wind wasn’t hers to trade, but if she were, Becks would 
never do such a thing behind the back of Ara Storm. Still, the 
contingency had to be considered. 

“Becks, did Ara really trade Ayla Storm to the boss of Bridgeton?” 

Viren Drake squirmed at the question. He had a strong opinion on 
the matter but kept it to himself. 

“Yes,” Becks smiled. “He also bought her freedom a few days later, 
making her the boss of Bridgeton. Perhaps it’s time we did the same.” 
She placed her hand gently on Viren’s, Knowing his thoughts. 

“| won't go anywhere without Tumo and Jack. Tell Doyne that you'll 
return to court once her couriers have fully healed. That should buy us 
the time we need and put further pressure on the Tannoo Grays.” 

“| agree. It'll also give me some time to sort things out with Angus 
Rhill.” 

Rhill led one of the three most powerful Gray Houses in Tannoo. 
He’d bartered his loyalty to House Na’am, and in the end, neither side 
was happy with the exchange. 

As Cress finished her tea, Viren Drake smiled, “Cress, good luck 
this morning.” 


Cress wasn’t as brave as she thought and ended up waiting for the 
arrival of Doctor Inoue. The doctor assured her that the break was 
clean and that it had been properly set. Tumo would be spending the 
next few weeks in bed but should be fully healed in two months, 
maybe less. 

The burning pain in Cressida’s chest had been replaced by a 
bittersweet ache. It was enough to keep her eyes on the tray of food as 
she followed Doctor Inoue into the bedroom. Tumo was awake. Jack 
rubbed his eyes as he struggled upright in his chair at the side of the 
bed. 

Inoue checked Tumo for fever and offered him something for the 
pain, but he declined. Tumo’s eyes never left Cressida as she waited 
awkwardly across the room. Jack’s eyes seemed to wander back and 


forth between the two of them until he finally made up his mind and left 
the room. Moments later, Inoue finished adjusting the straps that held 
Tumo’s leg in place, and she slipped out, too. 

Cress set the tray down on a nearby table. “Tumo, I’m sorry for 
hurting you.” 

“Don't,” he said. “I don’t want to hear it.” 

Cress’s mouth began to water, and her breakfast seemed certain to 
escape. She turned and ran for the door but bounced off the chest of 
Jackal Wise. 

“Sorry,” she whispered, trying to get around him. 

By keeping himself wedged in the doorway, Jack wasn’t making it 
easy. “What did the doctor say? Will Tumo live?” 

“Will he live? His leg will heal in a month or two. He'll be fine. As 
good as new.” 

Jack grabbed her chin, lifting it until she met his eyes. “Will you?” 

“Will | what?” 

“Live,” said Jack. 

“Viren Drake came by earlier, didn’t he?” 

“Did he lie to us?” Jack didn’t let go of her jaw. 

“No,” said Cress. “He wouldn't lie.” 

“Do you still feel the burning spike in your heart?” 

Cress shook her head. She felt something else entirely. 

“Tumo is afraid. Can you fix that too?” 

“Afraid of what?” 

“Losing his sister.” 

“What about you, Jack? Are you afraid?” 

“Tumo and | are a team. As he goes, so do I.” 

“I’m terrified, Jack. I’m terrified of losing you both.” 

Jack sighed, “Well, that makes three of us. I’m hungry. What did 
you bring me for breakfast?” He crossed the room and began 
inspecting the tray. 

“She brought that for me, Jack.” 

“Tumo, get your own. It can’t be that hard to drag yourself to the 
kitchen.” 


Three weeks later, Angus Rhill arrived with a contingent of four to 


back him up. They’d left twice that number waiting in a pub near the 
Hollen east gate. To bring more up the hill would be an insult, if not a 
show of insecurity. 

On the other hand, Becks kept two Recon platoons of twenty in 
place for the meeting, half inside the house and half out. Assassins 
had a way of showing up to these summits uninvited, and she had 
learned from her father’s past mistakes. The cobbles outside her front 
door were left stained as a reminder to expect the worst. 

Angus Rhill introduced another of his sons and his second but left 
the other two attendees as silent witnesses. He gazed around the 
dining room, admiring the fifteen guards in Fuga Recon uniforms. It 
was a Clear statement about the Crown’s backing of House Na’am in 
Hollen and potentially elsewhere. 

“Lady Na’am, are you expecting trouble?” 

Major Viren Drake sat beside Becks, as did Cressida Storm. Rhill 
found it odd to share tea with an unrivaled assassin. 

“Master Rhill, you aren't the first Gray Lord to breach my defenses 
this year.” 

“The carton of hands was a nice touch. Bann lone lost a valuable 
lieutenant in that exchange.” 

“How so?” 

“Xander Pocket had a clear sight ability. He was known for his 
ability to sniff out trouble as well as opportunity.” 

Rhill’s candid stance caught Becks’s attention. The man had been a 
ghost for the past year, haunting the graveyard that was House Na’am 
but never lifting a shovel to dig. 

“Angus, thank you for that and for making the dusty trip west. We 
have plenty of news to discuss, and | want things to be on the level 
between our Houses, whatever comes next.” 

Rhill found it hard to take his eyes off of Cressida Storm. He wore 
an heirloom saber on his hip as a sign of allegiance to House Na’am 
but had little to show for his commitment. Continuing his candid mood, 
he told Becks as much. 

With the untimely death of Lord Na’am, Becks had never 
understood the arrangement. “Master Rhill, what did my father promise 
you, and what did he expect in return?” 


Rhill controlled the trade in infused amber, a rare stone that could 
mask the presence of an assassin or a family member that might be a 
target. 

“Lord Na’am never said so directly, but with his House’s ascension, 
he wanted security.” Rhill pulled back his cuff and shook a small 
bracelet of rare, mismatched stones. “He took it from me and never 
repaid the favor.” 

“How am | to believe you? My father never left any mention of the 
exchange, nor did he wear one of those.” 

Angus Rhill began to heat up at Becks’s ignorance. “Lady Na’am, 
the evidence is found among the blood-spattered stones of your 
courtyard as well as those hanging around the Gray Wind’s neck.” 

Cressida touched her necklace. Having pulled it off a dead 
assassin, one of three that had managed to get over the villa’s outer 
walls, she’d earned it the hard way. 

“Cress might beg to differ with you on that. Her skill earned her 
those stones.” 

“| don’t doubt it,” said Rhill. “But | was the one that sent them. 
Carolus Lampe was eager to test your defenses, and so was |, but for 
far different reasons. He hired the assassins while | provided the 
stones to hide them from your guards.” 

“| still find that confusing in light of the sword you're wearing.” 

“Think of the three necklaces as obscenely rare and expensive gifts 
from an admirer. They would have never worked inside these walls, 
which brings us back to the blood of Anders Rhill and your father’s 
penchant for the gray deals of the dead. While sparing his own 
daughter, he used my brother’s life to cast a spell within the walls of 
the Governor's Villa, a spell that nullifies the shading effect of our 
amber.” 

Rhill’s calm explanation sent a chill through Becks. Everything 
about it was wrong and yet seemed perfectly correct. That Rhill knew 
of Tila’s survival was sprinkled in as a bargaining chip in case 
Rebekah Na’am failed to accept the truth. 

Becks believed it without a doubt, and the least she could do was 
acknowledge the deal. “Il now realize the wisdom and folly of my 
father’s schemes.” 


“Lady Na’am, Rhill is a House built on defense. We take pride in our 
ability to fend off the threats of the other Gray Houses or at least make 
them too costly to carry out. Rathven, on the other hand, was a beast 
and utterly aggressive in its nature. We have your brother to thank for 
its demise, and for that, | declare us even.” 

The hatred of Rathven’s methods provided a common ground 
among the many Houses of Fugaku. Rathven had ravaged Rebekah 
Na’am years before, chasing her into oblivion. By fate, she had landed 
in the grasp of Viren Drake and a valley of gray entanglements. 

“Lord Rhill, we owe our loyalty to House Storm as much as you do. 
Cressida Storm is the representative of House Storm in Fugaku, and 
as such, | must follow her word when it comes to declaring a clean 
slate.” 

“Has the Crown recognized the difference?” said Rhill. 

“Sovereign Doyne can’t seem to decide on the official standing of 
the Wind Catcher, and we hope to rectify that. The Citadel stronghold 
is currently at stake, and speaking for House Na’am, | have no interest 
in its possession.” 

“The Crown plays a dangerous game. | find it best if we don’t step 
into her snare.” Rhill carefully removed his scabbard and placed it 
gently on the table. “Please accept the return of this saber. | declare 
our contract complete and the marriage annulled.” 

“| accept it,” said Becks. “My nights will be far easier to traverse 
knowing the deal’s outcome.” 

“Governor Na’am, has there been any word from the Wind 
Catcher?” 

“The two couriers from Niantia warned us of the ruin breaking loose 
on our northern borders, and they weren’t speaking figuratively. 
Whoever takes control of Citadel better have the ability to fight demons 
or move the entire town.” 

Rhill didn’t argue, “I wish our amber’s power extended that far. We 
look forward to meeting you again in Tannoo. Shall | mention your 
future arrival to the Crown?” 

“Lord Rhill, let's leave it as a surprise. I’ve heard that Sovereign 
Doyne so enjoys those moments.” 


Chapter 15 
The Crown Affair 


A month after the visit by Angus Rhill, Colonel Lan’ion Reno rode 
into Hollen with an escort of Crown Guard, signaling the end of the 
Sovereign’s patience. The Recon colonel was warmly welcomed at the 
Hollen villa and shared the dining room with Becks and Drake. He 
knew the situation was as dangerous to the Recon Corps as it was to 
House Na’am. 

Becks understood the man’s concern and sought to explain her 
position, “Colonel, I’m merely allowing Sovereign Doyne time to make 
up her mind regarding the standing of the Wind Catcher and his sister 
Cressida Storm. I’m beholden to both. My brother was more than clear 
about his unfair treatment in Tannoo and how you helped him escape 
a mob of Crown-sanctioned hooligans.” 

“Governor, things are heating up further. Official word has arrived 
from Colivar regarding an attack by the Infernal Horde on the elven 
stronghold of Bastian. The Horde was eventually broken by forces 
from both Colivar and Niantia, but the King of Bastian was slain during 
the siege, and sightings of rogue demons are becoming common in 
populated regions along the Everest Range. The Crown has become 
shaken. Everyone at court sees it.” 

Viren Drake responded, “Colonel, any word of an organized threat?” 

Colonel Reno was his commanding officer. A threat to Reno and the 
Recon Corps was a threat to Major Drake and House Na’am. Both 
officers had fought demons in the Akio Valley, a cut that spanned the 
Everest, and knew the destruction they would bring. 

“No, but a rogue demon sighting is never without bloodshed and 


often in copious amounts.” 

“Will the Recon Corps be sent north?” 

“The heavy infantry would be far better suited to fend off the forces 
of the Black, but our association with House Na’am and House Storm 
may leave us as the Crown’s next target if Lady Na’am fails to respond 
in an adequate manner.” 

Becks got the hint. She wouldn’t put the Recon Corps in further 
danger if she could avoid it. “While | haven't heard anything from my 
brother, my sister Tila sent word that Company Storm is heavily 
occupied along Colivar’s northern border and that negotiations 
surrounding the Bastian throne will keep Raven Ylamil busy for months 
to come.” 

“So, you’re saying that we won't have any outside help?” 

“I’m afraid not. We have the Gray Wind and her two brothers. 
Between them, we must keep the Gray Houses at bay while assuring 
Sovereign Doyne that her realm isn’t about to be overrun by the Horde. 
And believe me, with her treatment of the Wind Catcher, I’d be far less 
sympathetic if | didn’t also live here.” 

“| hope you’re not planning on moving,” Reno smiled. “I might drive 
the wagon if you were.” 

“Colonel Reno, that is the kindest offer I’m likely to get from here on 
out. Let’s spend a few days together to plan for our trip east and map 
our final demands from the Crown of Tannoo.” 


Tumo could only watch as Jack sparred with the Crown Guard 
contingent. The blades of their weapons were wrapped tip-to-hilt in 
thick leather straps to take the edge off and add a bit of weight. It 
allowed the men to go at it in full and left plenty of nasty welts and 
bruises on the participants of each match. The only constant was Jack; 
he took part in every bout, fighting his way through the eight men, one 
by one, win, lose, or draw. 

Tumo’s thigh remained wrapped in thick leather for support, but the 
splints were gone along with the excruciating pain. In another month, 
he’d be limp-free as he built up the strength in his legs. Until then, he 
was allowed to walk, watch, and learn. Tumo kept a count by walking 
the courtyard’s perimeter. Twice around, and the match was called if it 


hadn't yet ended with a victor. 

Cressida offered her coaching and criticism to both sides, even as 
she kept an eye on Tumo’s improving gait. She’d fought her way 
through the silver-trimmed eight exactly once, and that was more than 
enough to declare her untouchable. 

Jackal Wise was formidable but never in her class. The Crown 
Guard were masters at their craft but unused to the irregular moves 
and style of a hardened Nantine fighter. Jack needed the workout and 
took as much punishment as he doled out. In between training 
matches, Jack would walk the hill with Tumo and hear feedback on the 
weaknesses he should exploit. Cress was less kind but always on 
point in terms of his mistakes and how to correct them. 

When it finally came time to saddle up and head for Tannoo, 
Cressida declared that she and her brothers would walk most of the 
way, meeting Becks and her escort at the end of every long day. 
Cressida had given each of her brothers an amber necklace for 
protection. It would mask their presence and emotions from others 
trained to notice trouble. The fact that the talismans didn’t dampen the 
blood connection between the three didn’t surprise anyone, and their 
daily hikes only built the bond further. 

On their arrival in Tannoo, Becks made it clear that it was in their 
best interest to hide Cressida’s original bloodline, at least until the 
Crown had made its final decree on the standing of House Storm. 
Colonel Reno led the march, steering them all to the chalk-white 
manor at the back corner of the walled-in neighborhood. It was as 
much symbolic as it was a chance to warn Sovereign Doyne of their 
arrival. Inside the Crown Quarter, they would abide by the rules of the 
Fuga Silver, not the Tannoo Gray. 

The Crown’s summons came almost immediately, requesting a 
meeting that evening in Doyne’s private dining hall rather than the far 
more public Crown Hall. For once, Sovereign Doyne had managed to 
surprise her rivals. To Becks, the departure from the norm was aan ill 
omen of things to come. 

Everyone bathed and put on suitable attire. Cress and her brothers 
polished their leathers and steel, looking as fit in appearance as the 
Crown Guard. They escorted Becks and Drake across the Quarter to 


the meeting site. Lightly armored Recon troops dotted the perimeter of 
the Sovereign’s residence. Additional foot traffic was nonexistent. 

Colonel Reno met them at the entrance to an outer wing of the 
manor, “Only the Heads of Houses and their seconds are allowed 
inside. I'm afraid Cressida, Jack, and Tumo must wait out here with 
me.” 

Becks didn’t argue with the edict. She hooked Viren Drake’s arm 
and entered the building. Ushers showed them into a vast dining room 
adorned with high ceilings and pale wooden paneling. Dozens of 
lamps hung on the walls, and candles covered the main table, along 
with plenty of food and spirits. 

Around the room, standing between the wall lamps, were the 
Sovereign’s Own elite and members of the more numerous Crown 
Guard. The Sovereign's Own were pulled from the Crown Guard 
based on their clear sight ability allowing them to gauge the truth in 
another’s words. Their stares were hard to ignore. Being the last to 
arrive, House Na’am was given seats at the end of the table farthest 
from Sovereign Doyne. 

Doyne wore a dark gown trimmed in silver and a face that suffered 
from poor company or a lack of sleep. Always one to exploit an 
opening or a weakness, Carolus Lampe sat nearest to the ruler of 
Tannoo on her left. He was an uncommonly short man with an even 
shorter temperament that lost him many friends. Fortunately, his 
grandfather had been a promiscuous fellow, leaving more than his 
share of bastards and cousins to flesh out the ranks of House Lampe. 
At the Boss’s side sat his oldest daughter, Petra, and Becks figured 
that the coldly handsome woman was only there to make Carolus 
Lampe seem more likable by comparison. 

To the Crown’s right, Bann lone couldn’t hide a sneer of contempt 
at Na’am’s presence. lone was always eager to become the next 
Rathven but lacked the means to earn its place at the top. Much of that 
had to do with House Storm and the fact that shortcuts in the Gray 
world were seldom worth taking. Rebekah Na’am had certainly learned 
that lesson from her father’s tragic schemes. 

Placed between lone and Na’am, Angus Rhill waited with his son. 
They seemed relaxed, almost as if they were there to pick up the 


pieces of whatever Silver scheme befell the Houses of Tannoo. 
Besides a brief nod to Viren and Becks, he kept his attention glued on 
Sovereign Doyne. Noting the hall’s somber mood, everyone followed 
suit. 

The dining hall doors slammed shut behind Colonel Dagan Thule, 
and he slipped into the chair nestled beside Sovereign Doyne, their 
wine glasses sitting only inches apart. Part Nantine ambassador, part 
Fuga prisoner of war, Colonel Thule moved with a surety that belied 
his status. His wife and sons were housed within Citadel at the 
northern end of the Akio Valley, distant hostages to the Crown. 

Doyne’s tone was perfectly calm as she explained the meeting, 
“Colonel Thule has been busy, visiting his family and scouting the 
Nantine borderlands for the latest news. He confirmed the story 
brought to us by the Nantine couriers. Eyewitness accounts by the 
Nantine Army confirm both the destruction of the Damogir’s Horde at 
Bastian and the presence of a far greater demonic gathering around 
the Emperor's city of Qreyl. 

“There is no word of Lord Storm or his exploits other than the fact 
that he has claimed the title of Prince of Niantia. Based on the Nantine 
couriers’ earlier accounts, he arrived at Qreyl more than three months 
ago, and yet the Infernal threat remains. 

“That is why I’ve called you all here in a discreet capacity. | don’t 
want word leaking out to the broader population that things may have 
gotten completely out of hand on our northern border. | look to you to 
maintain order among the clans and keep your distance until things 
sort themselves out.” 

Lacking any better options, no one disagreed. A Crown war was an 
opportunity to skim from a fatter pie, but for those present, the final 
reward would be a noose at the end of a deadly affair. 

Rebekah Na’am had secured her seat within the realm and looked 
to the Crown to secure the northern border. “Sovereign Doyne, House 
Na’am is most interested in hearing your opinion on these matters and 
how you see things sorting themselves out.” 

“Colonel Thule has offered to take the post as Lord-Mayor of Citadel 
and lead its defense. His background and connections would certainly 
be of use. Sadly, the remaining Nantine Army was decimated at 


Bastian and will be of little help.” 

With Doyne’s unexpected reply, the ring of guards around the room 
took on a menacing presence. They were a callous reminder of who 
was in charge, and the heads of rival Houses seemed to understand 
their meaning. A few shifted in their chairs, but no one spoke up to 
debate Doyne’s oddly treasonous suggestion. Becks reached over and 
put her hand on Viren Drake’s to calm his unease. 

Why would the Crown entrust Fugaku’s first line of defense to an 
agent of Niantia and not one of her own? Only a year ago, Colonel 
Thule and his peers had been intent on barging into Fugaku’s northern 
plains behind yet another Infernal Horde. His background and 
connections should have been viewed as a threat, not a boon, in a war 
with Niantia. He’d even brought the demon Careck with him, practically 
waving doses of Black under everyone’s noses. 

Feth. Becks coughed at the idea. Feth. 

She stood up, placing her hand on Drake’s shoulder. “Sovereign 
Doyne, may | ask a few questions of Colonel Thule before your decree 
becomes law?” 

“Certainly. | suspect you’ve come all this way for more than my 
exquisite wine.” 

Becks didn’t want control of Citadel, but she wouldn't lose it to the 
enemy, paving the way for another invasion. “Colonel Thule, looking 
back to last summer, why did the Nantine Vanguard Army attempt an 
invasion of Fugaku?” 

Thule was in complete control and sure of his words, or so it 
seemed. “We were following orders.” 

“Whose?” said Becks. 

“The Emperor's.” 

“The Emperor’s or the Damogir’s?” 

“Does it matter?” he replied. 

Becks looked at Sovereign Doyne, wondering if she’d already had 
this conversation. How far was the Emperor's reach? Doyne only 
shrugged, leaving Becks to continue her line of questioning. 

“Colonel, have you been to Qreyl?” 

“Yes, but not for several years. It was the longest day of my life.” 

“And who gave the Army its orders?” 


“Careck.” 

Careck wasn’t a man as much as a demon. Thule was owned and 
driven by the Black, as were the other officers in the former Nantine 
Vanguard Army. Careck and the Get of the Damogir couldn’t be 
everywhere, and yet their control was pervasive and strong enough to 
march an army to its death. 

“How could you do it?” said Becks. 

“What do you mean?” 

“How could you still follow Careck after he drove your army to its 
destruction?” 

“The Emperor’s reach doesn’t end with the death of his servants.” 

Becks hesitated, looking into the eyes of Sovereign Doyne and the 
Sovereign’s Own standing against the wall behind her. Thule was 
obviously telling the truth. Where was Doyne’s concern? 

“Colonel Thule, if what you say is true, why did the remaining 
Nantine army fight against the Damogir’s Horde at Bastian?” 

Thule seemed to struggle with his answer, “They were corrupted.” 

“How?” said Becks. 

“| don’t know.” 

“| do. The Wind Catcher severed the Emperor’s control.” 

“That’s impossible!” Thule gripped the table as if worried it might tip 
over. 

“Impossible? Have you met the Wind Catcher?” 

“No.” 

“Have you seen the Emperor's Horde?” 

“Yes.” 

“Could you stop it?” 

“No.” 

“Could anyone?” 

“No.” 

“Colonel Thule, does the Emperor’s reach extend to Sovereign 
Doyne?” 

Thule stood up silently, staring around the table. Becks tipped over 
the wine glass sitting in front of Viren Drake, and suddenly her rivals 
were catching on. 

“Colonel Thule, did you give Sovereign Doyne any doses of Black?” 


The Sovereign's Own pushed away from the wall, drawing their 
swords, waiting for Thule’s response. It would only take one word. 

Doyne, for her part, remained perfectly still, as if caught in a trap 
that she couldn't comprehend. 

“Colonel Thule, did you poison Sovereign Doyne with the blood of a 
demon?” 

“Poison seems to be a strong word. | fed her so that she might 
preserve her flock.” 

Viren Drake rose and grabbed Becks’s arm, dragging her away 
from the table as the Sovereign’s Own attacked like a pride of lions, 
hacking Colonel Dagan Thule to pieces. His blood flew in every 
direction, coating the Crown and many of her Gray rivals around the 
elegant table. Crown Guards blocked the doors, but the realm’s 
borders had already been breached. 

Sovereign Doyne dripped with Thule’s blood. She had felt the curse 
enslaving her mind and knew her fate, Silver eventually crumbling 
beneath the Black. “Guards, hold! The realm is at stake.” 

Becks didn’t waver. “Sovereign Doyne, please open the doors. We 
could all use some fresh air.” 

Doyne nodded, not daring to speak further. The guards complied 
and returned to their posts along the walls. 

“Sovereign Doyne, | had not completed my questioning of Colonel 
Thule. May | proceed with another witness?” 

Another nod. 

Becks whispered in Drake’s ear and announced to the room, “The 
House of the Wind Catcher must be heard regarding this matter.” 

Colonel Reno and Major Drake led Cressida Storm and her brothers 
into the dining hall. 

Reno positioned the small group at the end of the table nearest to 
Becks. “Cressida Storm attends with Jackal Wise and Tumo Storm. 
They are all siblings of the Wind Catcher and representatives of House 
Storm in Fugaku, awaiting your official decree of their existence.” 

Sovereign Doyne languished. As ruler of Fugaku, she was failing 
before the eyes of rivals meant to underpin her authority. As a woman, 
she still felt the searing loss of her husband, struck down by a Gray 
House assassin years ago, and an intractable fear as she stared into 


the eyes of the Gray Wind. Offering nothing in return, Cressida Storm 
held her gaze. 

“It is witnessed,” said Doyne. “Lady Na’am, you'd better have a 
good reason for bringing her in here.” 

Becks began a new line of inquiry, “Cressida Storm, I’ve been told 
that House Storm suffers from a curse of the Black. Is that true?” 

“Yes.” 

“You and your brothers?” 

“Yes. Being from the seed of the Nantine Damogir, it is in our 
blood.” 

“How do you survive?” 

Many didn't. 

“Our brother has pierced our souls, consuming the accumulated 
Black, but still we must fight the curse every day.” 

“Jackal Wise, how did the Wind Catcher turn the Nantine Army to 
his favor?” 

“He locked all of the officers in a dining hall and stabbed them with 
his dagger, burning away the Black curse that they'd consumed. Their 
minds were clear after that, as were ours when he did it to us.” 

Jack and Tumo held up their hands, showing the scars on their 
palms. It was the mark of the Prince’s Guard. 

Becks stared at the Sovereign’s Own, pushing them back with the 
force of her will. “Without the help of the Wind Catcher, how could one 
help another that is so afflicted?” 

Cressida followed Becks’s gaze, taking in the haggard face of the 
Sovereign and the pattern of blood splattered all around her. She 
answered carefully, “Ara’s dagger is imbued with the soul shard of a 
Kjaira demon, one that consumes corruption.” 

“Aren't your daggers of a similar nature?” 

Cressida stared at Sovereign Doyne as she answered, “Yes, and 
no. | wouldn’t risk using the power of a brood enforcer for anything but 
a quick death, and | won't allow Rathven their chance at further harm 
to the Crown.” 

“Why don’t we retrieve Sorrow and bring it here?” said Tumo. “I’m 
sure Jack would love to stab the Queen.” 

Becks ignored that image, “Tumo, regardless of Jack’s desires, we 


don’t know what’s become of the Wind Catcher.” 

Tumo offered up the key to their prison, “But we know where the 
dagger is. Ara left it with our brother Pasco at the Queen’s Hold in 
Niantia. It might take us a month or two to get there and back, but it 
would work for sure.” 

Becks turned back to Doyne, “Are we permitted to leave?” 

It was a test of the Black Emperor’s control. Doyne had been 
practically begging for their arrival, and now that the reason was 
known, would the hope of a cure be enough? 

“Yes, but only if House Storm takes full ownership of Citadel. Are 
there any objections?” 

Without any strings attached, Doyne knew it was an offer that 
wouldn't be refused. The absence of the Gray Wind might finally calm 
things down among the blood-soaked rivals. 

Cressida bowed, “In the name of the Wind Catcher, we accept.” 

After further meetings with the Gray House heads, Becks and Drake 
returned to their Hollen estate with an additional section of Fuga 
Recon troopers. Fifty more men might not replace Cressida Storm, but 
with Drake’s dog Dagr still prowling the villa’s courtyard, their security 
would be sufficient. Settled deep within the Fuga Steppe, they’d enjoy 
the calm before the storm. 


Chapter 16 
Strongholds 


As a token of the Crown’s authority, Colonel Lan’ion Reno went 
north, escorted by a company of lightly-kitted soldiers. As survivors of 
the Akio Valley campaign, the troopers were volunteers, and each 
wore the ceremonial pin of the Wind Catcher. They would act as the 
permanent guard for House Storm within Citadel’s walls and relay 
news back to the capital. 

Being a stronghold more than a frontier city, Citadel was a work in 
progress. Originally a Nantine border fort, it ended up attracting 
thousands of nearby citizens on both sides of the divide as the threat 
of rogue demons and Akio Valley bandits grew over the years. With 
the catastrophic loss of the Nantine Vanguard Army the previous year, 
control of the site had been transferred to Fugaku, shifting the 
contested border northward. 

The northern end of the Akio Valley held a sizable quarry, allowing 
the walls of Citadel to expand steadily upward and outward. The 
walled city was growing to completely encircle its community, leaving 
nothing outside the stacked stone walls and reinforced gates. 
Sovereign Doyne had made it clear to all present in her dining hall that 
further funding of the border town would be the responsibility of House 
Storm. The other Gray Houses had quickly opened their wallets with 
donations to keep Cressida Storm ensconced hundreds of miles from 
Tannoo and ‘well on her way to oblivion,’ as Petra Lampe so kindly put 
it. 

Cressida Storm and her brothers had taken over a modest suite in 
the keep of Major Coracan, the acting mayor and commander of the 


local company of the Crown’s Heavy Foot. Colonel Reno would stay 
long enough to sort a respectable barracks for the Recon detachment 
and guarantee that Cressida’s authority was fully accepted. 

“Lady Storm, what has brought you to our end of the world?” Major 
Doyle Coracan was talkative once he’d had his morning coffee, and 
the fact that he was dining with a woman only added to his friendly 
demeanor. 

The plain-faced officer must have stepped on someone's toes to be 
given such a permanent backwater posting. It allowed for an 
independent streak but kept the man out of mind for future promotions 
or better placement. 

Cressida, for her part, didn’t look the part of Lady Storm. She wore 
her usual leather armor, keeping her light brown hair tied back and her 
fang-daggers strapped across her chest. Her brothers sat on either 
side of her at the dining table, enjoying their first breakfast in Citadel 
and the burgeoning conversation. 

Cressida offered plenty of clues in her response, “The Crown and 
the Gray Houses were most adamant about my place in the world. 
How about you, Major?” 

The major smiled, “So, you’re adored by both the Silver and Gray? 
Please remind me to keep you at a safe distance.” 

“My brothers will certainly do that if you forget.” 

“Not your bodyguards?” 

“Major, Tumo and Jack aren’t my bodyguards. They’re brothers of 
the Prince of Niantia.” 

“They’re Nantine? And you?” 

“The same.” 

“Sovereign Doyne has handed ownership of Citadel back to 
Niantia?” 

“Major, it may seem like your exile has just become that much more 
remote, but the stronghold will soon be getting more than its share of 
attention from both sides of the border.” 

“And why is that?” 

“Because l’m here, and like you correctly pointed out, the Silver and 
the Gray have invested in my presence, hoping to stem a Black tide.” 

Colonel Reno had failed to mention the reason for the change in 


ownership or its consequences. He sat at one end of the table, sipping 
his tea without a word. 

The major found his mug empty. “Colonel Thule said he could 
shield us from the Black that rules in Niantia. He spoke as if he would 
be the next governor of Citadel.” 

“Thule was poisoning the Sovereign. Please inform his family that 
they are free to leave whenever they wish.” 

“Katrine and her two sons will take the Colonel’s betrayal hard.” 
There was more concern in Major Coracan’s voice than might be 
expected. 

“As hostages, they should be glad that Sovereign Doyne survives. 
We will travel into Niantia to collect the antidote for the curse that 
plagues her. Colonel Reno will remain here until we return so that he 
can bring it to Tannoo.” 

“What would you like me to do in the meantime?” 

“Barter for more axes and stone carts, and keep building up the 
outer wall. The wharf on the river might eventually be our lifeline, so do 
all you can to extend the stronghold to protect it.” 

“How much time do we have?” 

“Months at best, certainly not years.” It was a complete guess on 
Cressida’s part. “We must convince everyone to work for their own 
survival. | should be back in a few weeks and expect to see a 
difference when | return.” 

The valley south of Citadel was littered with the bones of the 
Nantine Vanguard Army. The sparsely populated region didn’t have 
the manpower to collect and bury the thousands who died a year 
earlier. The local mountain lions, wolves, and bears had mostly 
avoided the tainted carcasses, leaving an indelible image in the minds 
of everyone that made the trek north or south along that section of the 
Akio River Road. The scattered monument provided plenty of 
motivation to all that remained. 

Two days after they’d arrived in Citadel, Cressida and her brothers 
left behind a stronghold that had begun a renewed push to augment its 
walls and secure the many lives within. Those that couldn't run carts to 
the quarry were tasked with digging a sizable ditch beneath the outer 
walls, circling the entire city, and building bridges to cross it where the 


river road passed through their gates. Eventually, the broad gully 
would become a moat connected to the cold flowing Akio River. 

A day’s ride to the north, the ruins of Berg offered a worn-out bridge 
over the Akio as it bent northeast. They'd camped a quarter-mile short 
of the bridge, waiting for the morning light before venturing across it 
and through the lost city. 

The brothers had experienced enough of the harsh landscape to 
know that one stuck to the roads but kept a wide path around the 
wasted cities, if possible. The roads provided safer ground for their 
horses and made it far harder to become lost. They would follow one 
route north, eventually veering due west toward the Queen’s Hold and 
stopping to make camp only in out-of-the-way places. It slowed their 
progress but kept them alive. 

Blanketed with bone dust and curses, the dispossessed cities and 
towns of Niantia were havens for predators, bandits, or rogue demons. 
Beyond Berg, the trio bypassed Overton and Northgate. The brothers 
studied Cressida’s reaction to the sense of hunger that grew stronger 
with every mile as they drew closer to Qreyl. She’d grown up far 
outside the reach of Niantia’s ever-present plague. 

Cressida was an assassin. Having been sold to a Gray House as a 
child, she’d been trained to hunt men, not demons. The pair of fang- 
daggers that she carried were imbued with shards of a death-demon’s 
soul. House Rathven had brought the Kjaira through the cosmic veil 
with the intention of chaining its soul to her entire being. She had been 
a slave to Rathven back then, and the Black wedding would have 
guaranteed Rathven’s continued dominance in Tannoo. 

House Rathven was gone, but Cressida’s mere presence, empty 
and unchained as she was, still terrified the Gray Houses of Tannoo. 
As such, they backed her ownership of Citadel and all the potential 
rewards it offered House Storm. Cress didn’t know what Dagan Thule 
had shared with the Doyne but figured it was enough to scare her, too. 
After all, it had been the Sovereign’s decision to offer a dangerous yet 
lucrative governorship to a fledgling, foreign House. 

As the trio worked their way west from the ruins of Northgate, the 
road ran past a long, pristine lake, and in the distance, a pair of 
mismatched riders waited on a shallow rise. It was late in the day, 


offering silhouettes instead of faces. 

“Are those more of your brothers?” said Cress. 

Jack shaded his eyes. “Might be Kestrel and Caolin, though | 
figured Caolin would have killed Roush by now. | don’t know what Ara 
was thinking by pairing those two together. They’re like day and night 
combined.” 

“Dawn or dusk?” said Tumo. 

“Dusk,” said Jack. “Like a dark elf.” 

“I’ve never seen an elf before.” 

“Brace yourself, brother.” 

“| Know them,” said Cress. “They’re part of Company Storm.” 

The pair dismounted as the trio approached. The far larger of the 
two, Paladin Walker Grey, looked as miserable as they all felt. His face 
was a mess of burn scars that masked most of his emotions but not 
the intensity of his eyes. 

“Cressida Storm, I’m glad to find you here. Ber’y/ was hinting at a 
demon wandering along this road.” 

Yseria Warric, an exotic and deadly dark elf, elbowed Grey out of 
the way. She hugged Cressida and whispered in her ear, getting an 
even bigger hug in return. The two women, one healthy, one decidedly 
not, had become friends the previous year as they struggled to find 
their place in the world of House Storm. 

“Who are these two?” said Yseria. 

“My brothers, Tumo Storm and Jackal Wise. They came to visit me 
in Hollen, and now they follow me everywhere.” 

The lithe dark elf cast an expert eye over each brother, “Can | have 
one?” 

“No. They're mine, and Ara’s not getting them back.” 

“Cressida, how are Becks and Drake?” said Walker Grey. 

“With all the fun up here in Niantia, Hollen is a sleepy sort of town. 
We're on our way to the Queen’s Hold. Care to join us?” 

“Sure, if we hurry, we might make it before dark.” 

They didn’t make it before nightfall, but the dark elf’s eyesight kept 
them on course, and the broader gate into the stronghold opened 
without delay following the bark of the huge Paladin. Walker Grey led 
everyone into the main keep and down into the dining room, where a 


small crowd was gathering around a large fireplace in the corner. 

Grey exclaimed, “I swear this place never sleeps. Everyone comes 
here to rub shoulders and shake off the day’s cost. This close to Qreyl, 
the plague’s hunger gets a bit thick.” 

“Walker Grey, don’t tell me you found Tumo and Jack. | was hoping 
for a real demon.” A man had hopped up from his table nearest the 
fire. He was a sure, handsome sort but wore the same pale 
complexion as the rest. 

“So was Ber’yl.” Walker Grey grabbed the man’s arm and guided 
him forward. “Pasco, be careful where you tread. Yseria is around here 
somewhere, and we don’t want to step on her. Oh, and before | forget, 
this is your sister, Cressida Storm. Ain’t she a beauty.” 

Blushing at the introduction, Cressida held out her hand, “Call me 
Cress.” 

Pasco was relieved at the appearance of the long-lost brothers and 
impressed by the woman. “I’m Pasco Gale. You carry the fangs of a 
kKjaira.” 

Jack offered his assessment, “Pasco, she’s a killer. She’s held us 
hostage for weeks and won't even allow Tumo to walk with a limp.” 

“No limp?” Pasco squinted, taking a hard look. “No pain either. 
How?” 

“It's a long story,” said Tumo as he hooked Cress’s arm. “She’s 
become the governor of Citadel at the mouth of the Akio Valley. House 
Storm has been given standing by the Queen of Fugaku.” 

“Last we heard, Hani’s family was there. Any news?” 

“Nothing good. Hani’s father poisoned the ruler of Fugaku with 
demon’s blood. We’ve come for the antidote,” said Jack. He pointed to 
the dagger on Pasco’s belt. 

“And her father?” 

“Gone. But her mother and two brothers were still in Citadel when 
we left. Cress has offered them their freedom.” 

“lll tell Hani Thule in the morning. Hani and Dak have been keeping 
each other company of late.” 

“And what have you been doing?” said Jack. 

“Working with the cavalry, scouting the roads, checking in at the 
town of Branoc on the outskirts of Qreyl.” 


“Any word of Ara?” 

“None. It’s as if he’s disappeared. One of the Branoc customs 
agents said Ara went into the city almost five months ago, and he still 
hasn’t come out.” 

“It’s the Infernal plague,” said Yseria. “If it feels this bad out here, 
can you imagine what it’s like in Qreyl?” 

Yseria had scouted the caldera of Qreyl with Walker Grey. Having 
witnessed the Emperor’s Horde in its entirety, it was a trip they vowed 
never to repeat. 

“Well, we'll need to come together and decide on a plan. As things 
stand, we can’t go on like this for too much longer.” 

“Pasco, | know what you mean,” said Jack. “Unless Tumo gets a 
bath real soon, we’re done for.” 

Jack Wise bore a strong resemblance to Pasco in height and 
physical form. Both men had a strong grasp of weapons and the 
confidence to use them. Having the Gray Wind as an instructor had 
given Jack a sharper edge to his already edgy demeanor, but it had 
become tempered by another. 

With a rare clear sight ability, Pasco Gale could read his brothers 
like a book and found comfort in the familiar way they checked on each 
other with their words and glances. They’d found their sister and been 
healed. 


Part Three 


The Lost Princess 


Chapter 17 
Crossing the Chasm 


Skarim had dropped dead. His pipe had slipped from his mouth as 
his body slapped into the Dungarr mud. Watching him fall face down 
had been the high point of my life. The clan elder wouldn’t be coming 
near me ever again. In the end, none of my family would either. The 
image of the elder’s tattoos sprang to mind every time | walked into the 
Brass Monkey. It should have stopped me from ever coming back, but 
it didn’t. 

Hidden beneath a Bridgeton merchant’s warehouse, the smoker's 
den was growing in popularity by the day, and sleepy minds were 
careless when it came to guarding their secrets. Watchers were tasked 
with keeping an eye on the place and letting me know as soon as 
anyone of significance arrived. There was a good chance that | might 
already be there, sitting at the bar counter, sipping my tea, and 
reminiscing with the ghosts of the Dungarr Basin. 

Having seen the life-ending outcomes of the addicted, | didn’t 
partake directly, but I’m sure my body absorbed some of the leaf 
smoke and felt lighter for it. The tea helped too, and my mug, carved 
from a tangled coastal oak, gave me something to study while | waited. 

Cork Balan, my second, had given me the mug as a precaution, 
noting that it was far safer to use it than whatever a bartender set in 
front of me. Cork was one of the larger men I’d ever met, and his mass 
was amplified by his resolve. I'd once seen the results of his 
determination to ferret out a mole in the Bridgeton clan. My mug was 
far prettier, fitting neatly in my shoulder pack beside the false watcher’s 
gouged out eyes. 


Teeg never looked at me directly, nothing more than a quick glance 
at my ring while he scanned the patrons seated around the room. “Can 
| pour you another, Miss?” 

He called me ‘Miss,’ and | liked him for it. He was far older than 
most of the men that | dealt with on a daily basis, a grandfather 
perhaps in another life, and he offered manners where most offered 
transactions, threats, or the exchange of bodily fluids, and no, | wasn’t 
a whore. Not even close. Sure, it helped that | flashed certain body 
parts at times, but that’s where Cork’s surplus eyeballs came in handy. 
Accidentally dropping one on the bar counter before | ordered kept my 
mug full and the other patrons’ hands to themselves. 

We didn’t own the laid-back establishment, but we’d quickly come to 
an agreement with the owner about who would be managing the place. 
In the few months since, profits for both sides had been impressive in 
terms of coin and information, offering two key ingredients for the 
conjuring of power in the undercities of Colivar. 

Gold could buy weapons and the hands to wield them, but it 
couldn’t buy security or loyalty. Information could guide one in where to 
best invest the gold, the weapons, or the hands, but would grow stale 
overnight or be sold to more than one party, tainting its worth or 
changing its substance. While gold and information were ceaselessly 
mined, the Gray Houses of Colivar ran on resolve and the wits needed 
to use it every moment of every day. Power was an illusion, and 
illusion was power. That was my secret, and as much as | guarded it 
and used it, it couldn’t warm the fingers of a ghost or fill the hunger | 
carried inside. 

| climbed off of my barstool, “No, Teeg. It looks like my mark never 
showed. Let me know if you need anything.” 

Kanta, one of the older hostesses that kept the place clean and the 
customers seated, appeared at my side, offering to escort me outside. 
The ring that | wore on a chain around my neck made sure that 
everyone around me was on their best behavior, whether they noticed 
the ugly hunk of metal or not. Experienced help such as Kanta made 
sure of that. If only she had a touch of the gray sight, she could scold 
Skarim and send his ghost packing. I’d see him here next time, for 
sure. 


The dimly lit atmosphere disguised the passing of time for the overly 
distracted clients and provided a shock as | climbed up the cellar stairs 
into the warm-bright light of a hazy summer’s day. Before my vision 
could adjust, a man darted in from behind me and scooped me up, 
throwing me over his shoulder. 

“Put me DOWN!” | was in no mood for Bear’s antics. 

He laughed in triumph, not knowing his day would end in frustration. 

We were like that, almost complete opposites, constantly spinning 
in different directions, and if he weren’t so fething handsome, |’d 
probably have stabbed him months ago when we first met. That he 
was the son and second of the Boss in Westlake was another reason 
for keeping him alive. Unfortunately, it was a good one, and Bear knew 
he could get away with almost anything around me. 

“Ayla, | can’t,” he replied as he carried me away from the stairs. 
“You're not getting away this time.” 

| rubbed my cheek into his soft brown hair, the smell of woodsmoke 
and sweat tugging at my mind and mixing with the tears that still 
leaked from my eyes in the glare. Bear Keller's hair was the same 
color as my brother’s before Ara’s had gone gray, and Bear seemed to 
use that to sucker me into his schemes or his arms, depending on the 
sun and the length of its shadows. 

“Don't. | can’t.” | was done with him, but Bear simply hadn't 
accepted it. 

He ignored my pleading and the intense stares of the watchers 
positioned around the block. Feeling my claw-dagger pressed against 
his neck, he finally caved and set me down on the corner, a half-block 
from the site of my abduction. | wasn’t having the best of days, and 
Bear knew it. He might ignore my moods, but he was never oblivious 
to them. He wasn’t a complete dolt, and as my interim third, he 
enjoyed acting as my bodyguard around the turning basin of Bridgeton. 

“| figured you needed a lift,” he said. “What’s wrong?” 

| searched for my shovel. Why didn’t | have a shovel? 

Holding onto my dagger, the dark claw of a demon incarnate, | 
pointed it at Bear Keller. “You know what’s wrong, and you know that | 
don’t want to talk about it.” 

As my shadow in the Lower Districts of Bridgeton, Bear might have 


been the closest thing | ever had to a boyfriend, but to call him that 
would have been an insult to me and perhaps a dozen other women, 
most of whom | knew. It’s not like my life wasn’t confusing enough, and 
having the constant boor that was Bear Keller around offered plenty of 
distraction, if not comfort. 

Just holding the dagger calmed me a bit, Ara’s face coming to mind 
from across a great chasm. The vision hadn’t changed in months, 
another gray ghost to suffer each day, and Bear or no Bear, | had my 
own promises to keep. 

Being the favorite sister of the Gray Prince, | was the boss of 
Bridgeton. If you’d met my brother, you would know that makes perfect 
sense. Strategically positioned between Westlake, Southport, 
Hamport, and Maidenhall, the city of Bridgeton acted as the trading 
hub of southern Colivar. Goods moved through it in all directions, 
drawing plenty of out of towners and unsanctioned deals. There was 
an odd balance here between the Gray and the Gold. Lacking a duke, 
we only had a Lord-Mayor to manage, and he handled the more 
sanctioned functions of the city from his manor on the river's eastside. 
Mayor Malcolm Sams was a peach and shaped like one, too. We got 
along well. 

Suddenly, Bear relented, “OK, OK, I'll go,” forcing me to grab his 
hand. 

He was nineteen to my newly minted sixteen, and | owned him as 
much as | owned anything in this town. | reversed my stance in an 
instant. 

“Don't go,” | whispered. 

| knew that a whisper had far more effect with him than a yell. If | 
were truly desperate, I’d have leaned near to his ear, but it was mid- 
afternoon, and neither of us had been drinking. 

“| won't, though Pops wants me back in a few days. Westlake is a 
mess with the Order mobilizing.” 

Being the boss had its perks, and Bear’s attention was far from the 
worst of these. His father, Max Keller, ran the Grays in Westlake, a city 
less than two days of hard riding to the west of Bridgeton. Frequently, 
Bear had been finding his way home as a favor to his dad, or so he 
said. | had my doubts. 


Boss Keller was still healing from a punctured lung, a wound he’d 
acquired during a short-lived turf war this past winter. My brother had 
created an opening in Westlake, offering Keller a far less hectic city to 
manage and a safer place to recuperate. 

I'd inherited Keller's stone mansion in the foothills on the edge of 
Bridgeton, overlooking the Bull River Valley and the barge yards 
below. We’d pulled together the remains of the former Bridgeton Triad 
under a single roof, leveraging a solid second from Southport and 
some of Keller's remaining watchers and bodyguards. The local 
Hamport crew had been gutted, both literally and figuratively, which 
only made things easier. Hamport was the second strongest city 
amongst the Gray Houses in Colivar, boasting an organization that 
could resist the reach of Maidenhall. 

My aunt Laila had offered me some reliable watchers, and | took 
them, if only to keep her from visiting herself. She ruled the Lower 
Districts of Maidenhall and always had her hands full, keeping the 
wolves at bay in the King’s capital city. Outside of these walls, I’d been 
managing Bridgeton for months and had Cork Balan backing me up 
whenever size was a factor. No one questioned my presence in the 
Gray House hierarchy. | would never give them a chance. 

Laila’s brother Ben had been recommissioned into the Realm Guard 
and sent north to help defend the passes through the Everest 
Mountains. | was sure he was keeping Laila Storm informed about the 
state of the war with Niantia, but so far, none of that information had 
flowed downriver to me. | wouldn’t beg my aunt for anything, but | 
yearned for the latest news on my brother and the trouble he’d found 
north of the Everest. 

Before Bear could comment further, | grabbed him by the shirt and 
kissed him on the side of his mouth. Two could play at his game. 

“What was that for?” he asked. 

| chuckled, “Just making sure you don’t forget me while you’re 
gone.” 

We both knew that he would. Hell, he’d usually forget me standing 
in the same pub. Bear pulled me into motion, heading for the city’s 
main bridge. 

“Ayla, what are you really afraid of?” 


“My brother. When he gets back, he’s going to kill you.” | didn’t 
smile as | spoke, leaving Bear at a complete loss. “That’s if my aunt 
doesn't do it first.” 

“Your Aunt Laila?” 

“Of course. How many aunts do you think an orphan has?” 

“For an orphan, you certainly ended up with a large and dangerous 
family.” 

“You mean, they ended up with me. Hasn’t Mister Quick explained 
the Triad turf war to you?” 

“The Triad lost; the survivors were few. Quick said you were 
protected by the ghost of the Gray Wind. Poetic feth, if you ask me.” 

While | had been protected by a demon-dark sister, I’d offered a 
legendary Gray House assassin as a more practical reason for the 
dead around me that night. Culver Quick was a frail yet reliable 
watcher, and, more than anyone, he knew the truth of it all. 

“Then what's the truth, Bear? How did my brother single-handedly 
defeat the cohorts of three bosses in a single night?” 

“ve met your brother. You didn’t need any more protection.” 

It had been almost five months since I’d last seen my brother. His 
trip had gone on far longer than expected, and he was missing out on 
all the fun. 

Feth. 

“Here.” Bear handed me a kerchief, “I’m sorry.” 

| wiped away the tears, completely annoyed by their appearance. | 
was the boss of Bridgeton, not some weepy little waif. | even had the 
ugly ring to prove it. 

Bear saw the truth and tried to pull me together. “I bet your aunt is 
even more upset these days.” 

Although he’d only met Laila Storm a single time, during one of our 
trips upriver to Maidenhall, he hit my aunt square on the head with his 
sledgehammer of a mind. My aunt was only afraid of one thing: my 
brother, or rather his permanent absence. We both had strong 
connections to the man that made us family, and she had to be close 
to frantic by now if Ara was treating her as distantly as me. 

Laila Storm depended on Ara simply being there, the Scarred Man 
looming in the background and the back of her mind, helping her carry 


on with the capital’s underhanded concerns. She had a brilliant mind 
and a forceful presence all her own. She’d taught me almost 
everything | know about the methods of the Gray Houses of Colivar. 
Still, without Ara, she would slowly lose her air like a lung pierced by 
an assassin’s blade. 

“I’m sure she’s unsettled, but she hasn't said a word to me about it.” 

“I’m sure she'll carry on just like you. Once a boss, always a boss.” 
Bear tapped the heavy ring on its chain beneath my chin, trying to 
distract me from my sour mood. 

“Well, the jeweler said the stone was real,” | replied. 

“What?” Bear roared. “That was a birthday present and the 
gemstone for your ring of authority. Sure, black diamonds are hard to 
come by, but how could you think it wasn’t real?” 

“My life depends on it, so, of course, I’m going to check it out. Now, 
if you’d given me a ring of a different nature, | may have given you 
something even better in return.” 

“How do you do that?” he shot back. “I mean, | have you cornered 
in your cold-hearted maneuvering, and suddenly, I’m the one feeling 
trapped.” 

Traps were the method of choice for the Gray Houses. How could 
Bear not know that? Boss Keller had better get to work on his son. 

| stepped closer to the tall young man and leaned my head against 
his chest. His heart was racing, and | could only guess at the fear or 
the anger he was feeling. 

“My brother will return one day, and he won’t be pleased, not even a 
little.” 

“Ayla, how is it that | don’t know when to kiss you, so you'll shut up 
about your brother?” 

“You’re a man, aren’t you?” 

“What does that have to do with it?” 

“Everything, it seems.” 


Chapter 18 


Visitors 


The runner arrived as we were finishing breakfast the following day. 
The note simply read, “Visitors,” and | knew the handwriting. The Lord- 
Mayor had been paying attention to the river road lately, doing his best 
to avoid surprises. 

My bedroom offered a pair of broad doors to a spacious and sunny 
terrace overlooking the city and the river that ran through it. Placed far 
from the compound’s outer walls, the private area would have been 
safe enough, but the dried bone fragments loitering in its corners made 
it even more so. Sorrow left the scraps of her dinner everywhere but 
spent most of her time basking unseen on the balcony’s broad stone 
railing. 

No one seemed to notice my brood companion but me. The shadow 
cat harbored the soul of a Kjaira, a strikingly devious death-demon. 
After an encounter with my brother, the demon had become a family 
protector of sorts, clothed in the body of a powerful Dungarrian black 
panther. It offered me a bodyguard like no other and an unassailable 
position as the Gray boss of Bridgeton. 

“Who do you think it will be this time?” Bear was pushing his own 
poor mood in my direction. He was getting what he wanted, yet he 
always wanted more. 

“Southport must have learned by now,” | replied. “Maybe my aunt 
has decided to visit.” 

The balcony door opened, allowing the arrival of more tea and 
trouble. 

“Thank you, Jay,” | said to the young man pouring a fresh brew. | 


ignored the two men that stood waiting behind him. 

“Pops! What brings you here?” Bear hopped up and engulfed his 
father in a hug. 

Max Keller had shrunk, his body retreating to more defensible lines 
during a long recovery from an assassin’s well-placed blade. He’d 
arrived with his bodyguard, Cal Bridger. 

“Breakfast, if Ayla has room for two more.” The Boss of Westlake 
waited for my approval before taking a seat. 

| folded the note and put it in my pocket, trying to piece things 
together. “Certainly, Master Keller, please join us. Jay, please bring up 
more tea and sausage rolls.” 

Boss Keller fought his smile as he gingerly sat down beside me, 
taking his son’s warm chair. Bridger and Bear parked themselves 
across the table. It was a two-day ride down from Westlake, and it had 
to be rough for the older Keller. 

| drew my dagger and held it out, “Master Keller, have | ever shown 
you my dagger?” 

“It seems familiar. A gift from your brother? May |?” Keller grasped 
its hilt and his face suddenly relaxed. 

| sipped my tea to cover the sudden slap that the man’s pain had 
imparted through the soul bond of the dagger. That | felt its harsh bite 
likely meant that my brother hadn’t, confirming what I’d been sensing 
for months now. The tea was good, with a hint of honey to help mask 
the bitterness. 

It didn’t take Keller long to figure out the dagger’s effect or the 
source of its power, and he returned it, placing it gently on the table 
beside me, “Thank you for sharing that.” 

| nodded, glancing over at Bear. He got the hint. 

“Pops, how are things in Westlake?” 

“Quiet. The last of Vigil Stone’s company marched up the road to 
Southport weeks ago, leaving their horses behind. According to my 
agents, they all boarded a small fleet of merchant ships and sailed 
north.” 

There would be only one reason for the complete deployment of 
Stone’s company. The war in the north was still a thing, and the Order 
of the Vigil was all in. 


“What brings you to Bridgeton?” | said. 

“The meeting. Didn’t you get an invitation?” 

| shook my head, “And where will this meeting occur?” 

“Here, of course, this afternoon, as soon as the other parties arrive.” 

From the look on my face, | was sure that the boss had noticed my 
ignorance. Still, 'd been given all that | needed to divine who the 
visitors would be, but | didn’t know their motives. 

“It seems that my aunt had forgotten to mention it,” | admitted. 
“Family can be like that. They just assume that you'll be ready for 
anything.” 

Laila Storm had strong ideas about how her closest family should 
act and react. Not all of them were great, but they were effective. By 
calling a summit meeting and coming here, she was leveraging her 
position as boss of the Lower Districts in Maidenhall. | couldn’t wait to 
set her straight on whatever scheme she was planning. 

The Gray rules of the unsanctioned Houses allowed family to call 
upon family with the dominant side catering to the concerns of their 
weaker cousins. During clan wars or violent disputes, the stronger 
House would drive the engagement and demand fealty. It would 
protect all the weaker Houses or cities within its domain. The current 
balance was still unclear, but | had more immediate things to worry 
about regarding my aunt’s arrival. What would | wear for the occasion? 
Who would be on hand to greet her? And how would | handle the 
security? 

Max Keller interrupted my thoughts, “Ayla, have you heard from 
your brother lately?” 

I'd passed on the news that Ara had worked out a truce with the 
Lower Districts of Hamport and Stonnberg. “Not lately. His war is going 
on longer than expected.” 

“His war?” 

“Yes. Ara’s war against Niantia.” 

“Your brother declared war on a neighboring realm?” 

“| know. He usually ends wars.” | searched the sky to make sure the 
sun was still there. “But this time, things are different, and instead of 
the Gray, he’s challenging the Black.” 

Max Keller had seen the power of the Black during his time in the 


Bridgeton Triad, and he knew what Ara Storm could do. With my aunt 
on the horizon, he needed some reassurance, “The Gray Prince will 
return?” 

An unearthly growl rattled the roofline behind me, causing the three 
men to jump out of their seats. The distraction allowed me to catch up 
to a day that had snapped its leash. 

“Master Keller, Ara will return whether he wants to or not. | will 
make sure of that. Until then, you must never forget that his reach is 
ever sufficient, and I’m sure Laila Storm will emphasize that point later 
today.” 


Just as there are two sides to every story, there were three sides to 
our family, all suitably gray and devious to the core. On the one hand, 
we had the dark elf line of Ylamil. The rulers of the reclusive city-state 
of Bastian held a strong grip on the heart of Ara Storm through his 
wife, the lovely and bewitching Raven Ylamil-Storm. Raven was a 
strong-willed, half-breed dark elf and daughter to the King of Bastian. 
She acted as an ambassador for their domain in the Realm of Colivar. 
She’d stolen Ara’s heart and locked it away before I’d ever met him. 
Dark elves were clever that way, conniving and backstabbing in the 
pursuit of their desires. They would fit perfectly into the unsanctioned 
world in which | lived. 

The other half, the Gray half, was ruled by my aunt, Laila Storm, the 
second to the Scarred Man in Maidenhall. Running underside of the 
largest city in Colivar, she kept a fine balance between the power 
brokers and the overlooked masses. She had a knack for sniffing out 
trouble, hunting it down, and dismembering it. The fact that she’d 
occasionally used my brood-sister Sorrow and me for the task was a 
well-guarded secret. As the Master of Bridgeton, I’d learned far more 
subtle methods. 

Laila had created the Scarred Man as much as he’d created her, 
and they both got along perfectly well most of the time. She was as 
jealous as | when it came to our brother, but we both knew that the 
Ylamil line and the Order of the Vigil were more demanding than either 
of us could ever be. 

The dangerous third half of my brother’s familial connections, one 


that existed on an entirely different level, was that of Realm politics, 
Black souls, and demonically imbued weapons. Ara took that side 
even more seriously than the other two, and | suspected it was the 
Infernal, being even more demanding than the rest of us, that had 
stolen him away for its own purposes in the North. | wasn’t about to let 
that stand, but in the meantime, | had my family to greet. 

This time, the Realm Guards didn’t try to dominate the courtyard. 
Being as lethal as any sanctioned bodyguard could be, the four 
Knights stood at ease, and their familiar faces offered relaxed 
expressions as they bracketed an officer and a heavily built carriage. 
The enclosed coach didn’t look comfortable, but the ride across the 
city from the Lord-Mayor’s abode wouldn’t have been long. 

Boss Keller and Bear were to my left. Culver Quick and Cork Balan, 
both Triad survivors from the Southport clan, stood on my right. Quick 
was a reliable, gangly sort and looked completely harmless, but having 
the non-threatening sort around was more useful than you could 
imagine in a city recently undergoing a change in oversight. My brother 
said Quick reminded him of a rabbit in his gentle and _ skittish 
demeanor, but the watcher was more of a ferret when it came to 
rooting out hidden opposition. 

Cork could stand face to face with Ben Heck and look down into the 
other man’s eyes. | say ‘could’ because Cork knew how to choose his 
battles. He would just as often step back and let Quick take the lead. 
Cork had a decent clear sight ability that sorted the truth in another’s 
words, and I’d named him my second during my first night on the job. 
He may have been unconscious at the time, but he didn’t object. 

| took two steps forward, commanding the attention of the severe 
Realm Guard officer. | crossed my arms, waiting for his reaction. 
Neither of us said a word as he scanned the yard behind me. 
Suddenly, he lunged forward, grabbing me in a hug and bending down 
so | could wrap my arms around his neck. 

“Ben, it’s good to see you back in one piece.” 

“| could say the same to you.” Ben Heck kissed me on the cheek 
and let go, allowing the official scene to continue. 

Ben had been deployed north in support of the Order of the Vigil, 
and word of the Realm Guard’s losses had worked their way 


downstream from Maidenhall. My aunt Laila had failed to mention his 
safe return, among other things. 

| pointed out a mismatched pair of bodyguards clad in leather and 
steel. “Who are those two?” 

One was the size of Ben but a whole lot younger. The smaller of the 
two was wiry and alert. Their heavy vambraces and assortment of 
weapons reminded me of Gray House enforcers, but the fact that they 
traveled in the company of Golds made them more. 

“You wouldn’t believe me if | told you, but you will later.” 

Ben Heck, Major in the King’s Realm Guard, brother and second to 
Laila Storm, opened the carriage door. The coach’s windows were 
covered, keeping the interior stuffy and dark in the summer heat. It 
was with plenty of relief to all that Laila Storm emerged, followed by 
Tila Na’am, the anointed Vigil of Maidenhall. 

They greeted me with hugs, and Laila handed me a gift. The parcel 
was marked with a tag from Mister Layne’s in the Garden, our family 
tailor. Yes, we had a family tailor, and if you knew my aunt’s fashion 
sense and the skill of Master Layne, you’d understand why. | missed 
my aunt and the common ground that we shared. 

Laila Storm greeted Boss Keller, setting the man completely on 
edge. He’d met her before, it seems, though he hadn't mentioned it. 
She’d met Bear once, and while she wasn’t impressed then or now, 
she did her best to be polite. That alone was a hint of bad things to 
come. 

Feth. 

“What’s wrong?” | asked, doing my best to ignore the parcel and 
Bear’s half-smile. 

Laila glanced at Tila, not getting any help. “This trip wasn’t my idea,” 
she confessed. 

Feth. 

Two more passengers emerged from the carriage. Elven faces that 
answered my aunt’s concern. No, she really didn’t want to make this 
trip, and suddenly | wished that she’d forgotten | existed. 

The older of the two elves had broken from a mold of unchanging 
perfection, offering a somber look of one entirely consumed by 
circumstances beyond his control. At his side, the elven woman, half 


his age, offered nothing, her broken gaze unrecognizably blank as | 
stared, dumbfounded. 

We'd never been close, existing at opposite ends of a world that 
revolved around the same man, but we had everything in common 
when it came to sacrificing ourselves. I’d allowed my brother to trade 
me away for a chance at peace among the Gray Lords of Colivar, 
knowing that it would hurt him more than me. As | looked upon Raven 
Ylamil-Storm, | knew he’d committed a true crime. Seeing the ample 
evidence displayed before me, | wanted to vomit. 

Raven Ylamil’s hair, once reaching her waist, was cut short. It 
barely covered her ears or what was left of them. On her once-perfect 
face, a pair of deep, curving yet parallel scars extended from each 
cheek; one crossed her right eye and brow while the other had 
shortened her left ear and parted her scalp along the side of her head. 
As scars go, they had healed, already becoming paler than the 
surrounding skin. The ends disappeared beneath the black sheen of 
her regrown hair. 

The woman’s unmistakable appearance utterly destroyed whatever 
spell | carried to sustain me into the following day. | wanted to cry and 
scream at the sight, harboring a loss greater than | had any right to 
feel, but it would have been beyond crass to do so. 

Not trusting my voice, | whispered, “Did he do that?” 

Raven nodded. 

Her wrist wore a gray scarf, familiar for the dried blood that stained 
it. On darker days, | wore one of similar fashion. Raven’s dress flowed 
loosely upon her perfect frame, half-hidden beneath a reinforced 
leather jacket, and her sword hung on a leash across her shoulder, 
forgotten. For her, the war was over, while mine was about to begin. 

“What can | do?” | finally spoke, looking at everyone for a clue. 

Laila and the dark elves seemed to relax. From beneath the 
carriage, a low, sinister vibration emerged. 

There was one more introduction to make, but not for the visitors 
from Maidenhall. Once eager to meet my aunt, Boss Keller was having 
difficulty paying attention. The presence of Sorrow was a bargaining 
chip and a clear message for the negotiations ahead. Regardless of 
the Gray Prince’s absence or his unfathomable deeds, there would be 


no question who held the dominant position at this summit of Gold and 
Gray. 

Sorrow emerged into the daylight, allowing everyone to catch a 
glimpse of the beast’s unnaturally black fur. It circled Raven and 
nuzzled her hand before turning to greet the others. A message 
passed between them that | couldn’t comprehend, a sisterhood and 
the sharing of another heart, perhaps. 

Kjaira demons weren't seen unless they wanted to be seen. Sorrow 
had been protecting me for months as | took over the mantle of 
Bridgeton’s Lower Districts, and her distraction was a gift. 

“Master Keller, | would be happy to introduce you to Sorrow, my 
sister and bodyguard.” 

Both Keller and Bear stood in shock at the shadow cat’s sudden 
appearance. 

“Thank you, Ayla, but | am happy to have her as an acquaintance 
and nothing more.” 

“Sorrow guards my bed at night,” | added this detail for the final 
effect, looking directly at Bear. 

He nodded calmly and took a step back, earning a pleased grin 
from my aunt. 

Andarion responded to my earlier question, “A meal and a safe 
place to rest would be most appreciated. The road isn’t easy for us 
these days.” 

“Of course. We will all dine together as one family.” | turned and led 
the day’s visitors into the manor house. 

Bodyguards of all sorts followed us in. 


Chapter 19 


Search and Rescue 


In Colivar, a sharp dividing line existed between the domains of 
Gold and Gray. In the neighboring realm of Fugaku, the border was far 
less rigid, almost non-existent. My aunt Laila did her best to keep each 
faction to its own side of the long dining table, offering me the place of 
honor in between. 

Once a seer of Fugaku, Tila sat to my right, holding my hand. She 
had taken her role as my older sister to heart. As the Vigil of 
Maidenhall, she was almost a peer of the King of Colivar, giving her a 
far more dangerous detail. Her being here today explained the 
presence of the Knight-Guards, and | couldn’t imagine the King was 
eager to allow her a week away from Maidenhall, especially in the 
middle of a demonic war. Perhaps, that was a good sign. 

Cork Balan sat on my left, trying to decipher the unexpected 
meeting. For his enormous size, he was more than insightful. After 
we’d traded Westlake to Boss Keller in return for complete control of 
Bridgeton, Cork had been key in keeping Keller at arm’s length and the 
lines of communication open with the Southport clans. 

Max Keller did his best to recover his balance, but the deck was 
stacked against him. “Will there be further introductions?” 

“Master Keller, my sisters seated on my right aren’t of our domain, 
but they are aware of our world through the dealings of the Gray 
Prince.” 

Like my brother, my world crossed the line when it came to my 
family. Max Keller's domain didn’t, and he didn’t need to know any 
more than to be scared of it. 


Laila had the same thought, “Master Keller, are you aware of Yan 
Magata, the Gray House assassin from Tannoo?” 

“lam aware of the eastern legends that surround him, but 
thankfully, I've never met the man.” 

“I never got the chance, and neither did Ayla, but those of the Gold 
sitting here with us today did. They were his bane. One was the man’s 
mark, two helped destroy him, and the last ate him.” 

“Ate him?” said Bear. 

Sorrow was lying on the floor behind me, unnoticed by the strangers 
in the room. 

“Well, not all of him. Sorrow isn’t a glutton like someone | know,” | 
replied. “They burned the rest of the assassin’s body.” 

Boss Keller digested that bit of news, knowing where this was 
going. “Madam Storm, | am sufficiently impressed by your reach, that 
of the Gray Prince, and those in this room. Please explain the meaning 
of this meeting so that we may return to the safety and comfort of that 
sleepy backwater known as Westlake.” 

It was time for my aunt to go in for the kill, only she didn’t, at least 
not with Keller. “Ayla, we are here about the war.” 

“Which one?” 

| knew the combatants and thought | knew the results. Colivar, for 
the most part, seemed decidedly settled in the eyes of the Grays. With 
today’s arrivals, | ran every possible motive through my head. Keller 
had remained cooperative as he took control of Westlake’s Lower 
Districts. Bear was free to come and go as he pleased, spending at 
least half of his time up in Bridgeton with me. He lived a sheltered life 
and became bored easily. My aunt Laila, on the other hand, did not. 
So, why was she here? 

Tila spoke up as Vigil Wind, “The Black. The defense of Bastian 
was a tremendous victory.” She nodded at Raven in salute. “The cost 
was high, but the Damogir’s Infernal Horde was trapped and destroyed 
between two armies, ending the immediate threat to northern Colivar. 
Your brother did his part in orchestrating the event, but there were 
unexpected consequences.” 

“The war with Niantia is over?” 

“Yes. The few remaining Nantine forces have pulled back, declaring 


allegiance to the Prince of Niantia, but the real threat remains. The 
Emperor of Niantia remains in control, and a far greater instance of the 
Horde is thought to exist in the northern reaches of that realm.” 

The Black. The simple answer was the Black, but there was more. 
Tila could have easily sent a letter offering the latest news on the 
conflict, but they'd all come here, even Raven. Why Raven? 

“May | ask what happened to Raven and why she is here?” | spoke 
quietly, having also noticed the shortened fingers on the left hand of 
the Champion of Company Storm. A sharp blade had taken off parts of 
the last two. 

| couldn’t imagine the melee that had managed to hurt her in so 
many places. Raven Ylamil was untouchable in the most literal sense, 
except when it came to my brother, obviously. She carried a Kjaira 
soul inside her, one in perfect balance with her own. She was deadly 
beyond belief, and yet her war was only beginning. That was bone 
clear, if nothing else. 

“Raven was the hero of Bastian, beheading the Horde before it 
could break out of the Order’s trap. She did what the King’s Old Guard 
couldn't.” 

“The mountain bears? Did they survive?” 

“Only a few, and a few riders. Most did not. The demons were well 
led and had a few traps of their own in place.” 

I'd seen the Old Guard ride out of Maidenhall months earlier. They 
were the King’s unbeatable Champions. The Realm Guardsmen 
stationed around the room remained stoic, trained to hide their 
emotions from everyone but their own pack. They mourned the loss of 
their vaunted best, | was sure. | mourned for the fighting bears. 

| took another look at Ben Heck. His hands were laid flat, pressed 
against the smooth grain of the long dining room table. Ben Heck was 
Laila’s blood brother and the rock on which she'd rebuilt herself. With 
the threat of a demonic war looming, he’d been recommissioned and 
sent into the Everest Range to augment the Order of the Vigil’s forces. 
As skilled as he was, Ben was trained to fight men, not demons, and 
he didn’t have a bear to protect him. 

Ben smiled at my sudden interest, “Like you, your uncle is a 
survivor, but I'll admit to never being so scared in all my life. Fraim 


saved my neck a couple times.” 

Fraim Johns stood along the wall behind Ben. Another hulking 
knight, he was Ben’s best friend and backup in any scrap. He smiled 
and nodded, “It was only once.” 

The terror embedded in Laila’s face was real. She hadn’t gotten the 
full story. The Black was never a simple foe, and she still hadn’t 
answered my earlier question. 

“Laila, why are you here? And why invite Boss Keller?” 

Laila didn’t take her eyes off of Keller as she spoke, “I view this as 
an extended family meeting and expect a commitment from Westlake 
to keep the peace and the status quo in your absence. Maidenhall is 
committed to doing the same.” 

Ara had done everything he could to ensure stability in the Gray 
world before he’d trekked north, hunting for the Black, but he’d been 
gone too long. Laila felt the need to bolster the truce. 

| squawked, “Wait, what? Where am | going?” 

Cork folded his arms, trying to hide a grin. He was used to my 
outbursts and always gave me a ribbing about it afterward. He was the 
rock bear that supported me as | managed the Bridgeton Grays. 

“The Golds in Maidenhall are blaming our brother for the war and 
the strife it has brought to the northern cities. Tila’s life has been 
threatened, even as she maintains the Vigil’s presence there for the 
King and the protection of everyone.” 

Still waiting on an answer, “And?” 

“The King of Bastian was killed during the siege, temporarily 
creating its own chaos as old bloodlines vie for the throne. Raven fled 
for her safety.” 

She fled? Interesting, but irrelevant, maybe. “And?” 

Laila sighed, “We need you to retrieve your brother from the 
Emperor of Niantia or wherever he has ended up.” 

Laila had sent Ara away, and now she wanted me to bring him 
back? This was more about her guilt than any far-flung war, and it still 
didn’t make sense. 

Feth the gold-laced Peers. Feth the dark elves and their gray 
hearts. 

“Laila, why not send Ara’s company? They have standing orders to 


do just that.” 

“They also have orders telling them to stay away, so they're 
supporting the other Vigils in the northern cities.” 

“How would | find him?” 

“You are one of the few | know that share a strong enough 
connection with him. Ara embarked in Hamport, sailing up the coast to 
a Nantine city called Kelton. His last message to me came from there. 
He’s refused to communicate further. | know he’s alive, but | can’t 
reach him. We know he was heading to the Nantine capital.” 

Laila still carried a bitterness for the loss she’d experienced when 
my brother left. She was angry on too many levels to count but mostly 
angry with herself. 

| understood my brother’s reasons. “Ara doesn’t want to poison our 
minds with the Infernal plague. To him, it was never about the war but 
the Black curse that was destroying Niantia. He didn’t want anyone to 
be near him when he found it.” 

Safely positioned within the Gray domain, Cork concerned himself 
with little else. Still, he asked the right questions. “Do you think that he 
found it? The Black curse?” 

Ara Storm was a curse magnet. How do you think he found me? 

They had me at the sight of Raven Ylamil. She was the crux of 
everything, and | couldn’t say no. My brother would never forgive me, 
and perhaps | needed my own distance. Ara Storm was never the 
brightest brother a woman could have, but maybe he was onto 
something when he decided to go north alone. 

“Without a doubt,” | answered. “But, Laila, why did you all come 
here?” 

The power seated along the table was immense. The three women 
were peers to King Falorenn when it came to safeguarding the realm. 
They didn’t need me. 

“He would never forgive us if we didn’t.” Laila offered her final 
answer, “I would never forgive myself.” 

Alright, then. 

“Cork Balan, you’ve met my brother and my aunt. You are now the 
Boss of Bridgeton.” | pulled the heavy necklace from around my neck 
and handed it to the giant. The ring it held wouldn’t fit him either. 


Maybe his pinky. Either way, | felt relieved to have let go of the ugly 
weight and sat back in my chair. 

Laila didn’t hesitate, “It is witnessed.” She stared at Boss Keller, 
waiting for his response, daring him to press for more. 

He had no choice, “I concur.” 

Bear Keller's face matched my aunt’s when it came to looking bitter 
about things. “If Niantia can capture the Gray Prince, how will Ayla 
avoid its trap?” 

“Bear, Master Balan can fill you in before you and your father leave 
for home.” | knew Cork wasn’t a fan of Bear Keller. 

“Ayla, one more thing.” Laila slid a dagger across the table. “This 
belongs to Ara. Please give it to him when you find him.” 

| removed the dagger from its sheath. It was a fang-dagger, the twin 
in appearance to the one that Vigil Moon carried. “Where is its twin?” 

A new voice answered, “Ara’s brother has it.” 

All heads turned to look at Raven Ylamil. She hadn't said a single 
word since they’d arrived. | got the feeling that she didn’t soeak much 
at all these days, and | realized the reason. Like the stoic Realm 
Guardsmen, Raven was in mourning. 

“His brother?” 

“Brothers, actually.” Raven turned and held out her hand to the 
mismatched pair of guards standing behind her. 

The largest of the two couldn’t seem to help himself as he stepped 
forward. “Miss Storm, I’m Kestrel Roush, and this is Caolin Sands. 
We're half-brothers to the Prince of Niantia. Several of us remain in 
Niantia, and our brother Pasco carries the fang-dagger known as 
Sorrow. We all suffer from the curse of the Black.” 

“Will you two be coming with me to Niantia?” 

“No,” said Caolin. “Our place is with Lady Storm.” 

Kestrel responded to the look on my face, “With the Damogir’s 
Horde gone, you shouldn't run into too much trouble, and don’t worry. 
We'll sketch out the best path to take through the ruins of Niantia.” 

| looked at Ben. His face was haggard, and his hands remained 
where they were earlier. Fraim Johns had surely saved his life many 
times over the past few months. | bet he did it every night, whenever 
Ben slept. 


Across the table, out of everyone in the room, | could feel the 
presence of Bear Keller. He was seething at his send-off and my 
sudden departure. 

“Why so dark?” | thought. 

“Are you asking me?” The sound of a snake crawling across the 
edge of a blade scraped inside my head. 

“Who are you?” 

“You've met me before. | am Koki-Ten.” 

“What's wrong with Bear Keller?” 

“He has tasted the curse of Niantia. He hosts an imprint of my soul 
and the dark energy it attracts.” 

“Meaning?” 

“He doesn’t listen.” 

“| knew that. Tell me something else.” 

‘lll show you.” 

Bear Keller stood up and slammed his hands on the table, “I’m 
going with you.” 

Boss Keller looked at Bear and me as if I’d bewitched his son. His 
concerns about the Black were well-founded. 

| shrugged, “Bear, thank you for the offer, but I’ve already got a 
bodyguard. Please sit back down.” 

He did without a hitch. 

Feth. 

“You did that?” | thought. 

“Yes. He has consumed one of the doses of Black, and his mind is 
weak.” 

Bear Keller couldn’t go with me, not if he were under the influence 
of a death-demon. | felt better having a good reason to leave him 
behind. He’d be a distraction for me at a time when | needed it the 
least. 

“Where is my brother?” 

“Qreyl.” 

“What is Qreyl?” 

“The domain of the Black Emperor and the Infernal plague.” 

“Ara found the plague?” 

“Yes, and so much more.” 


| placed the dagger back into its sheath and tucked it away, keeping 
my eyes on the table in front of me. The echo of its alien voice faded 
slowly in my head. I'd felt the touch of the Black before, but never like 
this. 

Raven had been watching my face. She knew. “It spoke to you?” 

“Yes. I'll be leaving in the morning.” | drew out my claw-dagger, 
feeling a calmness return as | spun it in my palm. 

Feth. Feth. Feth. 

| slid the dagger down the table, “Tila, please pass this to Raven. 
Perhaps she'd like to trade.” 

The claw-blade carried a soul imprint of her husband. In its 
neglected state, the weapon was still a heart-warming reminder of the 
man. Raven touched the hilt, and the effect was immediate. We all 
watched her sigh. 

Raven whispered, “Ayla, are you sure?” 

| wasn’t sure about anything, not even what I’d eaten for breakfast, 
but | nodded, “It’s yours.” 

A similar yet completely unimbued claw-dagger was returned, fitting 
my sheath perfectly. 


Chapter 20 
City Hunted 


Boss Balan waited in the courtyard with Bear Keller. The horses 
were saddled with travel packs tied across their rumps. The Realm 
Guard contingent stood near the gate, eager to hit the road in the early 
dawn light. With summer arriving, the day looked clear, but the roads 
ahead sprinkled a gritty feeling in my eyes as | scanned the scene 
around me. 

Cork offered a somber bow, “Mistress Storm, good morning.” 

| reached out for the man’s giant, calloused hand. “Cork, I’m only 
Ayla Storm now and hope we will remain as family if ever | cross your 
bridge.” 

“1?” 

“Bridgeton is yours. | won't be asking for it back. My brother only 
gave it to me because he knew it would keep me out of trouble while 
he was gone.” 

“Wasn't that my job?” Lingering on the edge of the conversation, 
Bear Keller seemed unsure of how to say goodbye. 

Laila and Tila had departed the evening before, allowing Bear’s 
father to sleep in before their ride back to Westlake. 

Over the past five months, knowing that it would simplify my life, I’d 
tried to keep Bear at a confusing arm’s length. | didn’t dare change my 
posture at the parting gate. “Bear, | think you have it backward, but 
please thank your father for me.” 

Bear had enjoyed his freedom, but he’d learned early on that he 
could find his conquests elsewhere. More than a distraction, he was 
almost a friend when he wasn’t busy with other prettier things. There 


were plenty of fish in the waters of Bridgeton for the handsome young 
man to chase, and even if | might have felt a ping of jealousy at times, 
| knew that it was only my loneliness getting the better of me. 

Feth, Bear’s libido was at least twice my age. 

Cork broke the awkward silence, “Did you pack your mug?” 

“Of course, and I’ve added my initials to the bottom, right next to 
yours.” 

The small mug, carved from a block of oak, was a thoughtful gift 
from a second that missed little when it came to the well-being of his 
boss. | used it whenever | stopped somewhere for tea, making it far 
more difficult for someone to poison me. It’s the little things that keep 
the ruling Grays alive. 

Being surrounded by bigger things like Realm Guardsmen and dark 
elves with even darker blades, | realized the Golds lived in a far 
different reality. Their well-honed skills kept them alive, even as they 
offered them up for their realm and their King. | was about to step into 
their world. 

“Mistress Storm, I’m Knight-Guard Corvin Lopp, and this is Knight- 
Guard Polo Torne. We are ready to escort you to Hamport.” The two 
men were deadly serious in their demeanor, each perhaps thirty years 
old and as seasoned as their well-worn leather and chain armor. They 
carried heavy shields across their backs. 

| pointed to the dark elves as they finished prepping their horses, 
“What about them?” 

Raven reminded me of Boss Keller, her movements careful and 
slower than usual. Andarion was never more than a few steps away at 
any moment. 

“They're coming too.” 

Oh. 

“Knight-Guard Corvin Lopp, my name is Ayla.” 

The man smiled, “Your brother calls me Corv. That’s Polo. Don’t 
ask him about the scar on his chin.” 

“You both look familiar. How is Linda Snow?” 

“She’s splendid, if not a bit overwhelmed. Her son Ram is a 
handful.” 

The best news is always left for last. 


“Corv, how far will you be going?” 

“We're taking the scenic route, all the way to Maidenhall by way of 
Hamport and Stonnberg. Lady Raven has business to attend in each 
city.” 

Hamport would be my point of separation. | breathed a sigh of relief, 
knowing | could live with that. 

“Sir Lopp, is there a threat that | should know about?” 

“Yes.” He didn’t elaborate. 

| found Sorrow sitting on the wall above the gate. “Our sister will 
protect us. It should be a quiet ride north.” 

“We won't be riding. We’re heading for Southport and sailing up the 
coast. We’re spread a little thin at the moment, and traveling by sea 
will be far safer than the open road.” 

“What are we hiding from?” 

Corv shrugged, “You'll have to ask Raven Ylamil.” 

“I’m sure we'll have plenty of time to chat.” 

| was wrong about that. Raven continued her stoic nature, speaking 
as little as necessary. Andarion did his best to fill me in. The threats to 
Raven were real, an artifact of an elven war for succession that 
spanned the continent, but he wouldn't elaborate on her place in the 
mess. She’d been a princess but wasn’t anymore. I’d been there and 
knew that things like this didn’t blow over by merely keeping one’s 
head down. Certainly not in her position. 

Feth. 


We saved a whole day by sailing to Hamport. Ships didn’t stop to 
rest, and the ocean was thankfully well behaved. The land on the 
horizon was never out of view. | made sure of that every chance that | 
got. Looking in the other direction, | found nothing but different shades 
of blue, green, and gray. The world ended on that horizon, and we 
sailed a narrow strip of water in between danger and oblivion. That’s 
the way | saw it, anyway. 

Our arrival into the busy harbor of Hamport allowed me to breathe 
again. It was both a blessing and a curse. At the far end of the wharf, 
the dockside pens were full of livestock, and the wind was out of the 
south. The crew prepped and offloaded our horses first. They did a fine 


job. | wasn’t going to fish one out of the bay, and neither were they. 
Sorrow followed the mounts, unnoticed, and disappeared in the busy 
afternoon bustle of the docks. | felt like going with her but was told to 
wait for our escort. 

A squad of the Duke’s Horse Guards finally arrived and cordoned 
off our pier. They were accompanied by Juno Hartwell, the tall captain 
of Company Storm, and a pair of Paladins whose gigantic axes and 
shields hung across their backs. | recognized them all. They rode on 
both sides of Raven as we emerged from the Docks area and headed 
up the sloping, urban landscape toward the Duke’s Hold. Sorrow 
circled around us, scouting a block on either side. Andarion brought up 
the rear, riding beside me. 

| asked the dark elf, “How many have you had to kill so far?” 

He was a blademaster, but that didn’t mean he took delight in the 
deaths he dealt out. “Eight.” 

“Any family?” 

Andarion knew my own family history. I’d lost everyone under far 
darker circumstances and survived. If | could talk about it, so could he. 

“Yes. Raven's older sister was the first.” 

“Lorna?” 

He nodded. “She was after revenge, not Raven, and she didn’t 
realize her mistake until it was too late.” 

“’m not surprised. Bad things always seemed to happen when she 
was around. Ara had noticed it too.” 

“Bad things happen when I’m around.” 

“| bet they do. Were you there when that happened to Raven?” 

“No. Rae took a shortcut out of the city and beat us all to the Hell- 
knight. Captain Hartwell had to carry her back in.” 

“| wouldn’t mind Juno carrying me. I’m just saying.” | gave Andarion 
my most mischievous smile. 

Finally, the dark elf cracked a grin, short-lived though it was. “Ayla, 
if it weren’t for Raven, I’d be going with you. Still, there will be plenty of 
Order scouts and Paladins to choose from for your journey north.” 

“An armed guard? Doesn’t seem right, does it?” 

“Nothing is right about Niantia, but they’ve never met the little sister 
of the Prince.” 


“And what is that supposed to mean?” 

“It means that Niantia needs you as much as your brother. Don’t 
forget that.” 

“Does that make me a Princess of Niantia? I’m not sure | want the 
job.” 

“You and Raven are more alike than either of you would care to 
admit.” 

| took that statement at face value. “Andy, what are we doing here 
in Hamport?” 

“Meeting the Duke and Lady Breen and preparing you for the next 
leg of your journey. You don’t think that you can just walk into Niantia 
and take over, do you?” 

“That’s what we did in Bridgeport. That’s what Ara did as the Gray 
Prince.” 

“You'll be dealing with the Gold and the Black as well as the Gray. 
Besides Ara Storm, | don’t know of anyone with your experience 
across the different factions that rule this land.” 

Raven was glancing back over her shoulder, staring us down. 

“Andy, | don’t know about that, but can Raven still ride?” 

A block to my left, Sorrow was racing back and forth, frantically 
looping the block. Raven had obviously felt it too. 

“What do you mean?” 

| answered with a kick into my horse’s flank. With a scream, | 
barreled my way forward and grabbed Raven’s elbow. “Move it! To the 
right, now!” 

The Horse Guards had us hemmed in front and back, but the 
nearby intersection allowed us to break free, and before | knew it, 
Andarion was racing ahead, giving Raven a familiar back to follow. We 
made a sharp left, heading uphill, at the next street. 

| ducked my head and hollered out a challenge as | raced past 
Raven Ylamil. Reaching a full gallop, my horse sailed over the cobbles 
as smoothly as a merchant ship in sight of the coast. We passed 
through streets that were far too narrow for comfort and screamed our 
way clear of foot traffic before reaching a broader plaza and the broad 
avenue that climbed the final mile toward the Duke’s Hold. A glance 
over my shoulder told me that Raven was tight on my horse’s tail, with 


Juno Hartwell racing up on her right and the two Nantine brothers 
another length behind. Two blocks over, on our left, Sorrow sprinted 
along, no longer frantic. Several blocks behind us, the Paladins and 
Realm Guards worked their overloaded mounts to catch up, but we all 
knew the final destination. Why wait? 

A quarter-mile out, Sorrow reversed course and headed back down 
the hill, and | took that as a sign that we were safe. It wouldn’t do to 
run down whoever waited in the Duke’s stable yard, so | reined in and 
called for Andarion to do the same. 

Feth, but that had felt good, like running without touching the 
ground. 

The gushing wind died to almost nothing as we resumed a sane 
pace. My hair had to be sticking out in every direction, but it was 
immensely better than a crossbow bolt sticking out of Raven Ylamil. 

The wind had caused our eyes to tear up in response. Raven’s face 
was a mess; her ruined eye was leaking a reddish-orange fluid 
beneath a gray felt patch, and her scarred cheeks were blotchy and 
wet. There was only one thing to do. | pulled out the new scarf that my 
aunt had brought from Maidenhall. She’d never know, and the creme 
and brown colors would hide the worst of it. 

“Stop,” | said, grabbing Raven’s reins. “We're safe. Let the escort 
catch up and finish their job.” 

| leaned over and dabbed her face, using the salty tears from one 
side to wash away the discolored tracks on the other. Then, | carefully 
covered the patch with the new scarf, allowing her to see with her left 
eye. She was a warrior about to meet the Duke of Breen and his wife 
for the first time since Storm Company’s fateful excursion into Niantia 
and Bastian. The shock would be bad enough. 

Juno held Raven’s horse steady until she was ready to take back 
the reins. “Ayla, how’s Vigil Wind managing in Maidenhall?” 

Juno and Tila had a thing that might flourish once the war was over 
and the plague was gone, but that didn’t stop me. “Juno, she’s looking 
as beautiful as ever, but are you sure you don’t want somebody a bit 
younger? I’m almost eighteen.” 

Raven coughed, trying her best not to smile at my teenage wiles. 
“Be careful, Juno. Ayla’s fast on her horse. She could chase you down 


if you're not careful.” 

Andarion and the Paladins joined us, letting Captain Bassett and his 
Horse Guards trot ahead. Raven was working on tamping down my 
hair, a lost cause, | know. 

“| didn’t stop to pick it up, but | felt the bolt hit.” One of the Paladins 
fingered a sharp dent in his heavy steel shield, “How did you know?” 

“Sorrow,” | replied, looking at Raven. “She went crazy a block over, 
and | knew it was time to go.” 

“Thank you.” Raven seemed like she wanted to say more but 
couldn't. 

She didn’t owe me anything. 

“Let’s go meet the Duke of Breen,” | said. “How do | look?” 

That brought a smile to everyone’s face. 


Our arrival was a semi-private affair. The day’s court session had 
ended, leaving only the Duke of Breen and his wife to greet us in an 
overly large hall. Being acquainted with the ruling Golds of Hamport, 
Raven and Andarion took the lead. Kestrel and Caolin followed closely 
on Raven's heels while | brought up the rear. 

From my poor vantage point, | watched the inevitable reaction as 
Raven Ylamil and her cousin were reintroduced to Lord and Lady 
Chase. Raven was certainly more than an acquaintance of the two, 
and the shock of her damaged appearance hit them hard. 

Immediately, Lady Breen took the lead, stepping forward and 
silently embracing Raven while Lord Chase shook Andarion’s hand 
and offered a formal welcome to us all. Then, he kissed Raven’s hand 
and held it in both of his while Lady Breen offered condolences on the 
death of her father and asked if there was any news about Lord Storm. 
Thankfully, nobody mentioned her sister, Lorna. 

The overload of sympathy had me yearning for fresh air. | wanted to 
dislike them, to remain aloof and hidden in the back, but they wouldn’t 
allow it. Kestrel Roush and Caolin Sands were a bit rough around the 
edges, to say the least, and after a quick introduction, they quickly 
stepped aside, leaving me caught in the stare of Lady Chase. | felt as if 
I’d snuck in to steal the ducal silver. 

Andarion quickly corrected the situation, “Lord and Lady Chase, 


please meet Ara Storm’s youngest sister, Ayla’sen. She has agreed to 
sail north in search of her brother.” 

“Andarion, | don’t understand. She’s barely fourteen.” 

“Eighteen,” | said. “Summer after next.” 

“That’s it! Summer!” Lady Chase took Raven’s hand from her 
husband and held up Raven’s wrist. A dappled gray scarf adorned it. 
“This scarf is called ‘Summer.’ Ara named it so. He said it belonged to 
a Queen.” 

| could almost smell the bloodstains that spotted it, some new, 
some old. Ara named a lot of things. No one was surprised. | took it as 
a planned distraction by Lady Breen and leveraged it for all it was 
worth, bowing my way back out the door with promises to have lunch 
with them tomorrow. 

It was my first night in a new city, and | wasn’t going to miss it. 


Chapter 21 
Low Walls 


A steward showed me to my room across the yard. The entrance 
was guarded by Breen’s Ducal Guard, while the top floor was secured 
by Order sentinels. It didn’t take me long to change from Gold to Gray 
in appearance, donning a dark leather jacket over my court-approved 
dress and replacing my clean shoes with a pair of comfortable boots. A 
brush restored some order to my hair, and | snuck out before anyone 
was the wiser. 

It would be hard to get lost with the constant seaward slant to the 
city, and | felt safe enough walking out the stronghold’s front gate. The 
area around the hold was dominated by the houses of magistrates and 
landowners. Plenty of armed patrols circled the blocks, waving their 
torches into alleys and gated gardens while Sorrow scouted through 
the shadows of a summer’s evening. 

Uphill from the Docks, the Warehouse, Market, and Merchant 
districts extended inland from the bay, reaching toward the posh, 
wooded bluffs of the Magistrates, the Landed, and the Duke. The 
Slopes were wedged in between. The busy area blended the Gold and 
Gray with business and pleasure, and provided an open, free-flowing 
gate to the lower half of Hamport. With a hint of light still present in the 
western sky, | marched on through the area, retracing this afternoon’s 
path through the city. 

With our horse’s hooves hammering the cobbles, | hadn’t heard the 
bolt strike the Paladin’s shield, and nobody had seen the marksman. 
There were several possible targets to consider, the first being the 
dark elves and the second being the Order or the Golds. A third, less 


savory option landed squarely in the realm of the Gray Houses, but | 
had to believe that my brother had done his work sufficiently to rule 
that out. 

Reaching out through my brood link with Sorrow, | traded images of 
the block in question and the potential for a rooftop assassin. The 
demon was moving more slowly now, hunting carefully for a scent and, 
surprisingly, coming up empty. | rounded the sharp corner of our 
earlier, unplanned escape and scanned the broad street ahead. At the 
far end, a pub filled the night with a bevy of scents, pleasant, savory, 
and stale. A mix of tightly spaced houses, shops, and dark alleys took 
up the rest of the block. 

Welcome to the Lower Districts. 

| tried to visualize how far we’d raced before cutting off to the right. 
Based on Sorrow’s earlier frantic reaction, the shot had to have come 
from the left, and hitting a shield, the bolt would have landed in the 
gutter on the far side of the street. Foot traffic was light, allowing me to 
shuffle along with my eyes on the cobbles, puddles, and random 
potholes. 

“Nice night for a walk, isn’t it?” 

| jumped sideways, landing in a shallow puddle. 

Feth. 

Sitting on a low wall, a young man with unruly black hair and dark 
eyes smiled as | took another step back away. 

“Why so jumpy? You lost?” He slipped down from the wall, closing 
the distance between us. 

“I’m looking for something.” 

“Aren't we all? It’s a bit early to be rolling the bums that sleep in that 
gutter. They’re all up at the Plugged Nickel drinking the swill.” He 
stepped carefully, moving closer with every sentence. He wore a knife 
on his belt, but beyond that, he wasn’t visibly armed. 

With the claw-dagger hidden across my back, | figured we were 
even. | crossed my arms and halted my retreat. “So, who gave you the 
job of minding the drunks?” 

“lll have you know, we value our inebriated for their service of 
soaking up all the stale piss and beer that spills into our gutters. Sort of 
like the puddle you’re standing in.” 


| looked down and hopped sideways again. “You think that’s funny, 
do you?” 

My eyes shot up, fixing again on the wiseacre and the growing 
smile he wore. He could have made his move then, but he hadn’t. My 
hand reached for the heavy necklace of the boss of Bridgeton, one I'd 
given away only days before. 

“The Slopes are up that way,” he pointed to his left. “The night 
market and the food vendors will all be open in an hour. You might find 
what you're looking for there.” 

“| was looking for something else.” Ignoring my new shadow, | 
resumed my search of the street. 

“Did it look something like this?” The man held out a black dart, 
exotic and deadly except for the sharp bend to its otherwise lethal 
appearance. “This one is coated in a sap that’s even more unpleasant 
than whatever you've been standing in.” 

Feth. 

| scanned left and right. Watchers waited at either end of the block. 
A few patrons of the Plugged Nickel sat outside on the curb, enjoying 
their brew. They wouldn't have taken another sip if they’d noticed 
Sorrow perched on the low wall behind the overconfident young man. 

| was trespassing but needed to know what he knew before | turned 
tail and ran. “Do you know what it’s called? The poison?” 

“It doesn’t smell familiar.” He wrapped it up in a kerchief and put it 
back in his pocket. 

“Know where | can get one just like it?” 

“Are you kidding? Things like this are expensive. You probably 
couldn’t afford it.” 

“Try me,” | said. 

He licked his lips, thinking things through, “Why are you out here 
alone?” 

“Who said I’m alone?” | crossed my arms again as a low vibration 
shook the damp night air around us. 

It wasn’t a sound, per se, more of a warning or feeling of being 
hunted. Sorrow may have overdone it, but the more | thought about it, 
the more | was pleased with the effort and the fact that man flinched as 
the drunks up the block scurried back inside their pub. 


He recovered well, but | could see the disappointment on his face. 
He pointed again up the hill toward the Slopes, “Try Corkill’s Pub. They 
have everything.” 


Who was | kidding? Of course, | traveled alone. 

Being an apex predator, Sorrow was also a protector, a moat of 
Black power, but not a true friend. Lacking a heart, her motives were 
driven by my brother’s will. As devoted as Ara was to his House, his 
loyalty didn’t heal the black hole that | felt deep inside, nor did it bridge 
the distance around me. This trip would be a relief, a way to reconcile 
my life with the persistent feeling of being left behind. | would either 
find a new balance or lose myself in the process. 

Pacing off the ten blocks that bisected the city, | scouted the edges 
of the night market as it began to come alive, and | circled back around 
to my starting gate. | could never keep track of so many people, but 
the area seemed safe enough. | wove through the busy string of 
narrow plazas, a mix of affluent and common, dotted with shops, 
hawkers, wagons, and eateries. 

Before I’d made it past the first square, I'd eaten more than my fill 
and had finished off my second ale. | rarely drank anything stronger 
than tea, but the festive space seemed to draw me onward in my 
search for Corkill’s, and | would have seemed out of place without 
giving a few things a try. | shifted my dagger and my purse to sit 
across my chest, under my jacket. Security was everywhere, especially 
around the high-end stores, and | took that as a hint. 

| stopped at a jeweler from the Upper Districts and marveled at the 
rings in their well-crafted beauty. The Bridgeton shops had a long way 
to go in aesthetics compared to the big city. 

A familiar voice arrived behind me, “Have you found what you’re 
looking for?” 

| was surprised for once, having assumed that Sorrow’s voice had 
done its job. The glint of white gold and a vast array of gems kept me 
occupied. Ignoring my watcher, | spied a black diamond ring and 
waved to the attendant. 

“That's one of our most expensive rings, Miss. The black diamonds 
are extremely rare in such a pristine condition.” 


The ring was perfect in its balance of black and white. The more | 
admired it, the more | realized that it wasn’t for me at all. 

“Would you happen to know of a place called Corkill’s? I’m 
supposed to meet a friend there.” 

“No, but that man behind you might.” By the look on the shop 
attendant’s face, he knew exactly what Corkill’s was, and he wasn’t a 
fan. 

| turned and exited the small shop, walking past my watcher without 
a word. | needed to get a look and maybe a sniff at the assassin’s bolt 
before the night was over. Even better, | wanted to show it to Sorrow 
and let her track down its original owner, all without killing any of the 
local watchers or upsetting the local boss. 

The midsection of the city wandered past me in every direction, 
clamoring for attention and leaving me feeling more confused by the 
minute. It was time to stop playing hard to get. 

“No,” | stared out into the crowd. 

“No, what?” 

“No, | haven’t found what I’m looking for. Have you?” 

It was a dumb question to ask a Gray House watcher, and | knew | 
would likely get one of a thousand possible lines. 

He didn’t go there. Instead, he held out his hand, “My name is Rift.” 

“Ayla.” | shook his hand, feeling the callouses and the lack of rings. | 
turned the tables on him, “What brings you here on such a warm 
summer’s night?” 

“I’m heading to a pub called Corkill’s. Care to join us?” 

| looked around, “Us?” 

“’m meeting my sister and some friends. You might like it.” 

“I’m from out of town. | don’t want to get lost or be out too late.” | let 
him chew on that for a moment. | could almost see it in his eyes, the 
way he took in my words and arranged them in his head. 

“You'll never be lost with me,” he held out his arm. 

| took hold of it and let him guide me forward. Then | hit him with the 
real test, “I don’t want to be late for my luncheon with the duke.” 

Not a flinch. Feth. 

He smiled, “The Duke. Isn’t that the pub down by the Maidenhall 
bridge?” 


“| don’t know. As | said, I’ve only just arrived in Hamport.” 

“Where from?” he said. 

“Bridgeton, but | won’t be staying here long if that’s what you’re 
wondering.” 

“Why would | be wondering about that?” 

Every young man would be thinking about that, especially the 
following morning, but a hand of the local Grays would want to know 
how long an interloper planned to reside in their territory. Rift had a 
clear sight ability that discerned the truth in my words. He wasn't 
merely a street-level watcher. He scoured the city for trouble, and he’d 
surely found it today. 

We turned down an alley, and he felt my hesitation. He stopped and 
pointed at a dimly lit sign over a doorway full of indecipherable 
murmurs and laughs. 

“Before we go in, | need to see the bolt.” 

“Why?” he replied. 

“You know why. Don’t make me kiss you for it.” 

“What?” He blushed. 

Feth. 

“What? | said, ‘don’t make me kill you for it.” 

“Oh, that’s better.” 

“You’d rather | killed you? Just show it to me, and we can go 
inside.” 

“Rift! Can | watch while you show it to her?” 

More intense blushing from both of us. 

“Ayla, this is my sister Vivian.” 

The woman was a few years older than her brother and a knockout 
of epic proportions. She wore an ugly bronze ring on her right hand. 
Things weren’t all that different in Hamport, after all. 

Vivian. Ara had mentioned a woman named Vivian Gaines. He had 
a thing for her, and | could see why. 

Feth. 

Rift was her brother. Rifter Gaines, the son of Boss Gaines. Images 
of Bear Keller jumped into my head, entitled to the bed of any woman 
he met, except one. 

“Ayla, are you OK?” 


The bolt. 

Feth. | could do this. 

| grabbed Rifter’s shirt and locked my mouth onto his. His fingers 
ran through the waves of my hair, tingling as they caressed my scalp. | 
leaned in, closing my eyes. 

A poisonous ache stirred in the depths of my heart, threatening to 
lash out, jolting me back, startling everyone. 

“Sorry about that,” | whispered. “Old wounds.” 

Rifter caught his breath, “Don’t be.” 

Viv grabbed her brother’s arm and dragged him inside the noisy 
pub, forcing me to follow. We wound our way to the back, through a 
guarded doorway and into a semi-private room full of tables, its own 
bar counter, and a vetted serving staff. 

“Name your poison,” said Vivian. 

“I'd rather not. Tea would be fine.” | pulled out my oaken mug and 
placed it on the counter. 

One might have thought that I’d slapped her. 

“What the feth is that?” 

Rifter grabbed his sister's arm. “Viv, she’s from Bridgeton. She’s 
only passing through.” 

“Going where?” said Vivian. 

Rifter looked over at me. “To have lunch with the duke.” 

“Show me the bolt,” | said. 

“Going where?” Vivian Gaines wasn’t a woman to be put off, but 
neither was I. 

Feeling a wave of desperation coming on, | yelled, “Rifter Gaines, 
show me the bolt, and I'll tell you.” 

Having been completely outed, Rifter complied, unwrapping the 
bent steel on the bar counter, “It doesn’t belong to Shaktoe’s crew.” 

A few of those paying attention around us whistled at the exotic 
weapon. Its substance reminded me of the blackblades that the elite 
elves carried. 

| lifted the bolt and smelled it, perceiving a bitter scent of burnt wood 
and black iron. It didn’t match anything that the Gray Houses used to 
kill each other. | pushed the feeling, the olfactory image, outward to 
Sorrow. She wasn’t far, but she didn’t react, stalking within a dark alley 


and waiting for me to finish my investigation. 

Feth. 

“Vivian, where I’m going, you can’t follow.” | slashed the point of the 
bolt across my palm, letting it dive for the pain | felt inside. 

| said goodbye to my ever-present sister and sent her away. The 
demon had others more deadly to destroy and vulnerable to protect. 
As the warmth of the poison wormed its way through my veins, | 
lurched backward and toppled from the bar counter. 

Later, | was told that it wasn’t the prettiest thing they’d ever seen as 
| vomited and convulsed on the floor. | may have pissed myself, too. It 
was a bucket list sort of night. 


Chapter 22 


Gray Princess 


An oaken mug of tea sat on the table by my bed. It was cold, but | 
assumed it was clean and took a sip. Cold was the right choice. It 
soothed my throat, and the comforting flavor helped dampen down an 
onrushing wave of panic. | took another sip and coughed until it ended 
up in the right pipe. 

My head throbbed. The hangover was real. 

Feth. 

| laid back down. The palm of my hand had been stitched and 
wrapped, but my fingers moved without too much pain. The room was 
unfamiliar, as were my baggy clothes. My jacket hung on the back of a 
small chair beside the bed. The sweet smell of cloves wafted in from 
under the door. Another sip of tea stayed down, and | sat up for good. 

| spoke softly, “Hello?” 

The creak of a chair and boots hitting the floor preceded the door 
swinging open, and an older man entered carrying my dagger and 
purse. He hung them on the back of the chair and took a seat. 

“I’m Mino Gaines, the boss of Hamport.” The boss had found a 
scorpion in his house and didn’t know whether to smash it flat or 
sweep it out the door. 

| set my tea down and put my hands in my lap. “I’m leaving for 
Niantia in three days, maybe less. The assassins were a different 
shade of gray.” 

He tried again, “I’m Mino Gaines, the boss of Hamport.” 

| didn’t know what | was anymore. “You’ve met my brother. My 
name is Ayla Storm.” 


“The Gray Princess of Bridgeton. It’s an honor.” 

“Cork Balan is the boss of Bridgeton. The Gray Princess has other 
matters to chase.” 

“In Niantia?” 

“Family matters.” 

“The Gray Prince hasn't returned.” 

“That,” | said. 

“What if he’s already dead?” 

The scorpion winced at the boss's line of thought, “Then, I'll already 
be packed for the end of the world. It’s a win either way.” 

“| wasn’t prepared to meet such an optimist.” 

“I’ve shared too much.” 

“According to Viv, you shared plenty with Rifter.” 

“Vivian is your second?” 

“Yes. How about you?” 

“| don’t have a second. I’m retired.” 

“And yet you’re acting in the name of the Gray Prince.” 

“| wasn’t acting. | was hunting for an assassin, one that is after Ara’s 
wife. Dark elves.” 

“Remind me to never go hunting with you.” 

“Why?” 

“Early this morning, three dark elves were found torn apart in a 
warehouse down by the Docks. A crossbow was recovered.” 

“Can | see the bolts?” 

“No, but Rifter has confirmed that they match the other one.” 

Rifter had been here. 

“Where is he now?” Don’t ask me why | cared. 

“| sent him on an errand. Your ride will be here shortly. If you hurry, 
you can make that luncheon with the duke.” 

“Shall | pass on your regards?” 

“To whom? Not that penny-pinching Gold, | hope.” 

“To my brother, when | see him.” 

“There’s a rumor that the war with Niantia is about to cross into 
Colivar.” 

“Who told you that?” 

“Let’s just say that | have an ear for the worries of those in the 


Upper Districts.” 

“Niantia is in worse shape than originally thought, and no one 
knows what has happened to my brother.” 

“And yet you decided to end your existence in a dive bar in the 
Slopes of Hamport?” 

“The poison was intended for a dark elf, not a human.” 

“Then why’d you do it?” 

I’d kissed his son full on the mouth and liked it. Wasn't that a good 
enough reason? 

A light knock on the door interrupted our heart-to-heart talk. An 
older woman stuck her head into the room, “Mino, the escort is here.” 

“Ayla Storm, meet my wife, Moreen. Mo, this is the sister of Ara 
Storm.” 

Mo Gaines helped me out of bed and into my jacket. “I take it that 
you have fresh clothes waiting at the Duke’s Hold. You won’t want the 
others back, | promise.” 

“That bad?” 

“Yes.” 

Mino Gaines cracked a huge grin, “You make a great impression on 
a first date.” 

“It wasn’t a first date,” | replied. 

“Does Rifter know that?” 

Moreen came to the defense of her son, “Mino Gaines, how would 
Rifter feel if a woman tried to kill herself in the middle of their first 
date?” 

The boss burst out laughing, making me jump. “I can’t wait to point 
that out when he gets home.” 

| slithered into the waiting carriage. 


The prisoner was given a thorough scrubbing and a clean set of 
clothes. Voices were kept to a minimum level, mainly whispers behind 
her back, as she was prepared for a late lunch with Lady Breen. Lord 
Chase, it seems, had other pressing matters that couldn't wait. 

Raven came and went, overseeing the process. She seemed to be 
feeling far better, perhaps relieved at the news of the dark elf hunters’ 
demise or perhaps her new bodyguard, one that preferred to work 


nights and was utterly lethal in its intent. 

The dark elves offered a devious shade of gray and followed their 
own unforgiving rules. Andarion was out examining the bodies of the 
assassins, hoping to determine their source. He’d told me about the 
attack on Bastian and the assassination of the dark elf king. He’d also 
explained the source of the attack and its far-reaching consequences. 

The rivalry between Houses claiming Raven Ylamil had been 
immense, and Raven found herself caught in the middle of the 
repercussions. Only one side could be right, and Ara Storm knew 
better than to hold back in light of the other’s insidious claim. Never 
take what you can’t hold, no matter which color rules your world. Still, 
from what I’d seen, the claim had clearly been settled, so perhaps, 
there was a simpler motive at hand, one of vengeance by a House that 
had been terribly wronged. 


We were shown into a bright dining room with a window the length 
of one wall. The long table was set for six with the ends left open. 

Raven and | enjoyed the view over the stronghold’s wall and the 
haze of the sprawling city as we waited for Lady Chase to arrive. 

Raven asked for the tenth time, “What did you do to your hand?” 

She’d seen the treated cut beneath the bandages, and | found her 
painful grimace comical in light of her own wounds. 

| would never lie to my sister-in-law, “It was Sorrows fault.” | 
couldn't help it. 

Raven stared at the smirk as it appeared. “Ayla, you'll have to back 
up a little. | can see that she didn’t bite you. So, how was it her fault?” 

“| found the bolt that was launched at you yesterday. It had a unique 
poison not used by any Gray House assassins, but | was having 
trouble relating that to Sorrow through our brood bond. Images seem 
to flow through easily, scents and words, not so much.” 

“So how—no, you didn't.” 

| nodded, “As the poison reached my blood, its olfactory imprint 
flowed through our connection. Sorrow left in a flash as | hit the floor. 
By the time | woke up, hours later, the assassins were in pieces down 
by the docks.” 

Raven's face lost some of its glow. “Andy keeps saying that you and 


| are more alike than we'll admit. I’m beginning to believe him.” 

“| wish that were true, but thank you.” 

“Andy also thinks you’re not taking Sorrow to Niantia with you.” 

“He’s right. As far as | can tell, your path is far more demanding 
than mine. | wouldn’t feel right knowing the Kjaira could be here 
protecting you. Besides, have you ever tried having a date with a 
death-demon as a chaperone?” 

“No, | haven’t. Have you?” 

“Tried? Maybe, but it didn’t end well.” 

“Tell me the date wasn’t with Bear Keller.” 

“You didn’t like him?” 

“What was there to like? He was a bottle too handsome for his own 
good.” 

“Ara told me the same thing, and no, it wasn’t with Bear.” 

The door opened, and Lady Annette entered with two children, 
twins. “Raven and Ayla, I’d like to introduce you to Colum, Dolan, and 
Jinn. Dolan and Jinn are eleven while Colum has recently turned five.” 

A giggle from beneath the dining table escaped a muffled mouth. 

“Colum has figured out how to become invisible but has promised to 
reappear once the food arrives, so let’s all sit down.” 

“Lady Annette, are they yours?” Raven had heard the same names 
before in a distant setting. 

“| wish they were, but they belong to the line of Asketil in Niantia. 
They are the grandchildren of the Duke of Kelton.” 

“How are the other Nantine children?” 

The Duke of Hamport sponsored dozens of young refugees 
jettisoned by the city of Kelton. Some said ‘traded,’ some said ‘sold,’ 
but the result was the same. 

“| wish | could say that they are thriving, but they are well fed and 
attending school. I’m collecting letters for you to take north and hope to 
send more children home in the future.” 

Colum crawled out from under the table, taking the seat between 
Raven and me. His pale blue eyes were strikingly different from the 
twins’ pale gray. They weren’t anything like the brown eyes of my 
sister Ceri, but they carried the same innocence. Ceri had died first 
among my sisters, proving that she’d been the wisest of us all. 


“More?” | managed to ask as Raven handed me a napkin. 

“We have dozens of underage refugees staying here in Hamport. 
We've received dispatches from Kelton begging for the return of these 
three. They’ll be going with you when you sail. Ayla, are you OK?” 

| shook my head, looking about the table for some tea. Feth. I'd left 
my mug at the house of Mino Gaines. 

Colum stood up in his chair and clambered into my lap, wrapping 
his small hands around my thumbs. | smelled his clean hair and gave 
him a hug. 

“Annette, it was a rough night for Ayla. There was an incident 
yesterday that required her attention, and she was injured by a 
poisoned bolt from a crossbow.” 

The twins on either side of Lady Chase sat up in their seats, with 
Dolan asking first, “Can we see?” 

| waved my bandaged hand. It had been sewn up in the middle of 
the night while | was out cold. Only a trace of blood showed through. 

Lady Chase seemed to know the remedy for deadly bolts. “Dolan 
Asketil, now that you’ve seen her pain, you must give her a hug to help 
her heal. You too, Jinn.” 

The pair were more gentle than their younger sibling, and the 
simple gesture pulled some of the venom from my chest. 

“Lady Chase, | will be honored to escort these three home.” 

It was Lady Chase’s turn to well up. “Ayla, please call me Annette. 
Now, let’s eat before Colum disappears again.” 


After lunch, Raven and | found Andarion, Kestrel, and Caolin, and 
we discussed the transfer of the guard where Sorrow was concerned. 
The death-demon had the scent of the dark elves’ poison of choice, 
and it would go a long way to finding and eliminating future threats. 
Raven’s three dedicated bodyguards could certainly handle a blade to 
fend off any hand-to-hand attacks, and the blade across Raven’s back 
seemed to have a presence all its own. She had everything she 
needed, except her mate and a feeling of not being hunted. 

My biggest concern was learning more about the state of Niantia 
before the trip north. Kestrel and Raven filled me in on the condition of 
Kelton and the more distant Queen’s Hold. Kestrel assured me that I'd 


meet more of his brothers, either in Kelton or farther inland. The 
Prince’s Guard sounded like an interesting if not decidedly rough 
bunch, and | hoped their loyalty proved as true as the pair that guarded 
Raven. They acted like brothers, more than guards, and she seemed 
to trust them implicitly. 

The Duke of Kelton might be a challenge. He’d taken a strong 
dislike to Raven and had ties to the Damogir and Careck. His hidden 
deals had kept his city alive, but perhaps imprisoned was a better 
word. Raven doubted the duke’s loyalty to the Prince of Niantia. 
Kestrel made it a point to explain about a huge clan of survivors that 
Ara had sent to Kelton in hopes that they'd find a safe haven. They 
would be the canary in the Kelton coal mine, and | should certainly 
check them out. 

| think | may have dozed off as Kestrel was drawing me a map, but 
it had been an incredible day, and my blood still suffered the lingering 
effects of the elven poison. We'd sail the day after next, and I’d be glad 
for the quiet rustle of the waves as long as the merchant captain kept 
the coastline in sight. 

By the following morning, I’d gotten a full night’s sleep and felt all 
the better for it. The hangover was almost gone. When Id finally pulled 
my pretty self together for breakfast, | found a familiar pair of giants 
waiting outside my door. 

“Well, how do | look?” | said to the first. 

“Like a princess. You got a date or something?” 

A date? No, never. “Does breakfast count?” 

“| think Seely here has dated many a tasty egg. It was always a 
short-lived affair.” 

| replied, “Good enough for me, Paladin—” 

“Lorde. Acker Lorde. And that’s Seely Lankes. We met your brother 
in Westlake.” 

The Paladins wore long, heavy swords on their backs instead of the 
usual axes. The sinister blades seemed to match the men. 

“You were right,” | said. 

“About what?” 

“The bolt striking your shield.” | held up my bandaged hand. “It was 
poisoned with some sort of nasty dark elf brew.” 


“Andarion mentioned the elven assassins being butchered down by 
the docks, but he didn’t say how they tracked those fethers down.” 

Lankes pulled a scarf out of his belt. “Here, Lady Ylamil asked me 
to give this back to you. Told us not to wash it.” 

“I’m sure she did. Will she be joining us for breakfast?” 

“She would if she were here, but they bugged out a few hours 
before dawn.” 

“Bugged out? They left? Where’d they go?” 

“Unless it’s written on that scarf, you’re in the same boat as the rest 
of us.” 

“Just like that?” | said. 

“Yep. Looks like they saw an opening and took it.” 

Good for them. They played it right, and so would I. 

Feth, who was | kidding? 

“Gentlemen, | feel like eating out this morning. Would you care to 
join me?” 


Corkill’s in the Slopes never closes. Who knew? The bigger crowds 
came in with the night market, but the pub offered basic fare from the 
kitchen at any hour. Seely Lankes even got another breakfast date out 
of it. 

We had our choice of seating and found a safe corner to watch the 
room around us. Somewhere in the night, a mop had washed away the 
smell of stale ale, but the sweet smell of cloves and poor leaf lingered. 

“Nice swords, gentlemen. Mind if | join you?” 

| would have bet my entire purse on the fact that neither man could 
utter an intelligent word in reply, and | would have won ten times over 
before Vivian Gaines sat down. 

“Good morning, Vivian. This is Acker and Seely, two Paladins of the 
Order. I’m not supposed to mention all the demons they've slaughtered 
or all the bonuses they’ve yet to spend. We're just here for breakfast.” 

Viv seemed nervous. Our last words weren’t spoken in the softest of 
tones. “How is your hand?” 

“Healing.” | showed her the raw wound. Even the Paladins were 
impressed by the stitching. 

“| heard about your meeting with my father. He wants to speak with 


you again.” 

“Here?” 

“In the family room.” She pointed toward the back. “I'll be happy to 
keep your friends company while they eat.” 

| walked down the back hall and into a room filled with unforgettable 
memories. At least, they’d scrubbed the floor. Boss Mino Gaines sat at 
a table with his wife and son. 

Ambushed again. 

| took the seat across from the boss, and he slid a thick leather 
pouch across the table, forgetting ‘Good morning’ and ignoring the 
shocked eyes of his son. 

“This is yours. Your brother left it as a dowry of sorts, and now that 
you've retired, it isn’t right for us to keep it.” 

| might have retired, but he was projecting the same onto Ara. The 
pouch was filled with diamonds, white and black in equal amounts. It 
wasn’t a dowry; it was a king’s ransom and then some. 

“Good morning, Moreen. Good morning, Rift.” | slid the purse back 
to Mino. “Give it to Ara when you see him.” 

“You're certain that | will?” 

“l’m leaving tomorrow to find Ara and bring him back. It would be a 
shame if he sorted things in Niantia only to find out they’d fallen apart 
behind his back.” 

Rifter remained silent, listening, clenching his jaw. 

“And if he doesn’t come back?” said Mino. 

Welcome to my world. 

“Maybe you’re asking the right question to the wrong person. What 
would you do if the world, as we know it, was about to end? Where 
would you rather be? Cut-off and fighting a Gray war, or connected to 
a family that pays what it owes and more?” 

“Why?” said Rifter. He reached over and carefully touched my hand. 
“Why did you do it?” 

“It was owed.” 

Mino slammed his hands on the table. He couldn’t comprehend the 
thought. “To whom?” 

| didn’t like being questioned. “To my House. To my brother, that he 
might have a reason to return whether the world is ending or not.” 


Feth. 

The Gaines family merely stared as my new scarf came in handy 
again. 

Rifter Gaines did something that | thought was impossible, healing 
the emerging cracks between two Gray Houses. He placed the gem 
pouch back in his father’s hands. “Dad, keep the dowry. Ayla owes me 
big time.” 

“Son, what could she possibly owe you?” 

“A second date.” 


Chapter 23 


Compass 


| stood up and held out my good hand to Rift. Escorting him out of 
the backroom, | found a spot in the far less stuffy public area, 
overlooking my bodyguards and Viv. She excused herself from the 
Paladins and strolled past our table on her way to work. 

“She’s your best friend, isn’t she?” | said. 

“How could you tell?” 

“My bodyguards are the meanest fethers | know. They used to work 
for Ganos the Gray in Westlake.” 

“I’ve met them before, and | agree. With friends like that, who needs 
enemies?” 

Acker Lorde stopped by on his way out the door. “Ten tomorrow 
morning, the northernmost wharf. Don’t be late. The tide won’t wait.” 

If Lorde had winked, | would have killed him right then and there. 

Without noticing, the date with Rifter Gaines turned into a day with a 
tour of the city and an early family dinner at the Gaines Manor. Rift 
kept a careful distance but never left my side the whole time. | think my 
imminent departure was enough to slow his advances, and | was 
perfectly fine with that, to a point. Both the boss and his wife relaxed at 
hearing my ship was about to sail, but Viv seemed shaken by it. 

With plenty of light left in the summer sky, | convinced Rifter to bring 
me back to the Duke’s Hold. We shared his horse, and | may have 
fallen asleep on the way. Before | knew it, he was helping me down at 
the hold’s front gate. 

| wiped the drool from my chin, just in case. I’m completely alluring 
that way. “Will you come to see me off in the morning?” 


He studied me for a moment, his brown eyes holding me steady. 

Not fair. 

| finally whispered, “What?” 

“Ayla, don’t travel lightly.” With that blessing, he gently stroked my 
hair and climbed up onto his horse. In moments, he was out of sight. 

No, not fair at all. 


The pounding on my door came way too early, but the thought of 
almost a week at sea was incentive enough to at least get a good bath 
and make sure | didn’t leave anything behind. My horse had been 
loaded onto the ship, and a closed carriage brought us safely through 
the city with an escort of the Duke’s Horse Guards. 

To my surprise, Lady Annette shared the ride down and cried the 
entire way as she hugged the three Kelton kids like blankets. From her 
vaunted perch on the hill, she didn’t travel lightly through life at all. 

Our arrival at the dock was the last of it. Everything had been 
loaded for us, including another hold full of supplies for the Nantine city 
that was our destination. Lord Chase funded regular shipments with 
barges running up the coast and back every month. The latest word 
was that Kelton’s walls had been repaired, and the city was guarded 
by a section of Order sentinels. Rogue demon sightings were 
becoming rare. 

| waited on the dock as Lady Chase made her last goodbyes, and | 
searched around for a friendly face that wasn’t there. Finally, | herded 
the children up the gangplank and onto the deck while the ropes were 
untied and a pilot boat unfurled its small sails beside us. 

The kids and | were given the captain’s quarters to share and 
shown around the ship with clear instructions on what was and wasn’t 
allowed. Colum was not allowed to become invisible until we reached 
Kelton. Jinn wasn’t allowed to be left alone at any time. No one was 
allowed to climb more than three feet above the deck, and the ship’s 
navigator wasn’t allowed to sail beyond the sight of land. That last rule 
was mine. 

We were a half day up the coast when the wind changed, bringing a 
storm with it. | thought I'd be more terrified than | was, but | left the 
children in the cabin and struggled my way onto the deck to watch the 


waves. My life was all about control and learning to carry on without it. 
If we were going to capsize and sink, | wanted to be the first to know. 
The captain assured me that as storms go, this was barely a gale. It 
would blow over soon enough. Still, | clung to a line and gripped the 
rail, catching wind and water in equal amounts. 

“It’s exhilarating, isn’t it? Sailing into the storm.” The man beside me 
gripped his own line even as he slipped his other arm around my waist 
to hold me in place. His unruly black hair was plastered in every 
direction, giving me a good idea of how | must look. 

| braced myself on the deck and looped my arm around him. Pulling 
Rift to me, | kissed him as another wave crashed past us. For an 
instant, nothing else existed but the chill of the water and the warmth 
of his mouth. 

Suddenly, he pushed me away, violently retching over the rail. 
“Seasick,” he coughed. “Not you.” 

Bear Keller had never been half as romantic as that. 

“Rift, why don’t we go below and get out of these wet clothes.” As 
thoughts go, it was one of my better ideas. As it turned out, clothes 
soaked in saltwater are great for cleaning up the vomit of a seasick 
five-year-old. 

We took turns cleaning the cabin and holding the kids. Colum 
calmed down when his stomach had nothing left to evict, and he fell 
asleep draped against Rifter Gaines. Dolan and Jinn seemed 
impervious to the rocking of the ship but huddled with us, nonetheless, 
adding their warmth to our damp shivers. 

| woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of far calmer seas. 
Colum and Rift were trading soft snores. Jinn snuggled tightly to her 
twin’s side beneath a single blanket, and a hint of moonlight found its 
way through the stern window. Neither demons, dogs, nor witches 
prowled about, and | could always look for the shoreline in the 
morning. 


The storm had been a blessing, shoving us up the coast a bit faster 
than usual. Six days from Hamport, we rounded into Sanctuary bay at 
the crack of dawn, catching the city of Kelton by surprise. Fishermen 
worked the sheltered waters of the bay while a pilot boat rowed out to 


meet us. The wharves were empty except for a few hands rounded up 
by a dockside bell. 

“I’m all for disembarking first,” | said. “They can unload the horses 
last for all | care. | need to stretch my legs.” 

The captain scanned the harborside, “We usually wait for the city 
guard before anything edible is unloaded, but with those bodyguards of 
yours, | think you'll be safe. Where should we send the horses?” 

“I'll let you Know. We have a special delivery to make first.” 

Rifter danced and tripped and stumbled like a drunk down the 
gangplank with Colum on his shoulders. The boy’s screams of laughter 
at almost falling into the wharfside water woke everyone from their 
morning daze. Jinn and Dolan took a more dignified path onto the 
dock, and | followed, lugging our packs while the two Paladins carried 
the kids’ few belongings tied to their belts. 

The stone dock seemed to move beneath us as we took in the fresh 
morning air. It would be a sunny day. In the distance to the east, the 
Everest mountains showed the merest hint of snow on their peaks. 

The children seemed eager to leave the dock, and I'd certainly seen 
enough of the ship. “Should we wait for an escort?” 

“We’re your escort,” said Acker Lorde. “We’ve been here before. If 
we don't see a few of the Order's elite scouts roaming about, I'll have a 
few words for Sergeant Keegan. He is supposed to be watching over 
the city.” 

With that, we began our march upward. Dolan and Jinn took the 
lead. People were up, not many, but enough to stop and stare at the 
children. The city seemed vacant, lacking the energy of Hamport or 
anywhere else. Rift felt it, too, looking over his shoulder at me with 
concern. 

| shrugged. Welcome to Niantia. 

Halfway to the Duke’s Hold, Colum squirmed down from Rifter’s 
shoulders and broke free of our little group. A guard detachment came 
down the street ahead, hurrying to the harbor. 

“Jinx! Uncle Jinx!” Colum screamed as he ran until a guard broke 
free of his unit and scrambled forward to gather up the little guy. 

Dolan and Jinn ran up and hugged the man. They patted Colum on 
the back, helping him calm down and catch his stuttering breath. 


“Please keep the kids together,” | said. 

Uncle Jinx pointed back up the hill, sending a runner, and ordered 
the rest of the squad onward to the harbor. He’d catch up with them 
later. 

“I’m Corporal Jenkins. Who might you be?” 

“| might be Ayla Storm, and this is my friend Rifter Gaines.” 

“Storm, you say? | should have known by the size of your 
bodyguards. Good morning, gentlemen, please follow me.” 

“There’s really nothing gentle about them,” said Rifter. “But we love 
them for it.” 

He grabbed the packs from my shoulders and placed his free hand 
in mine. Dry land did wonders for us both. 

The inner courtyard of Kelton’s Hold brought more of the same, with 
Colum and the twins latching onto an officer of the guard. The patter of 
a woman's bare feet slapping across the cobbles untied the knot 
around the officer, and in a burst, three young hearts wrapped 
themselves around a strikingly beautiful, wet-eyed woman. By then, 
even Dolan and Jinn were in tears, and | stood in the shadow of Seely 
Lankes, trying to hide from the wave of strong emotions. The children’s 
lives had escaped the discard pile. 

“You never talk about your family,” said Rift. “Your original family.” 
The sadness in his eyes seemed real as he watched the scene and 
the hint of unease forming in the yard. 

More guards arrived, preceding a wiry stick of an old man. Fully 
dressed in a gold-laced coat and hungry eyes, the duke cackled, 
“Where is he?” 

A five-year-old bolt flew into his grandfather's arms while the twins 
retreated. 

Dolan and Jinn remained locked halfway between the guard officer 
and the lady, holding each other’s hand, and the vision that exploded 
in my mind almost dropped me to my knees. 

Skarim, the elder bone-man of my tribe, cackling, “A land divided 
must one day spread its legs for the Emperor.” | didn’t understand 
what it meant or why he did what he did to me next. | was the daughter 
of the clan chieftain, not a broken land, and afterward, | was simply 
broken. 


A schism in the courtyard had appeared. The family of Golds 
mirrored the land around them, and the city mirrored their hearts. The 
Infernal preyed upon the divided, dominated it, destroyed it. My brother 
had become separated, buying into the same false distance. | knew 
without a doubt that Ara had fallen into the Emperor’s trap. He wasn’t 
coming back. 

Feth. 

“Ayla?” Rift had dropped the travel packs and held me tight. He’d 
seen it too, either the tragedy in the courtyard or the one written across 
my face. 

I'd never made a real choice in my whole life. I'd only ever done 
what | had to do, what I’d owed my family. | was never truly Ay/a’sen 
before today. It was time to stir the winds. 

“Kiss me,” | whispered into Rifter’s ear. 

Rift smiled, trying to lift me up out of my funk. “Whose turn is it this 
time?” 

“Mine.” 

The next one would be mine, and the next, and the next. | left no 
doubt in his mind, and for once, neither of us convulsed or barfed. It 
would be a while before he could speak in full sentences again. | was 
counting on it. I'd made my choice. 

| whispered, “Remember that the dowry has been paid.” 

| took Rift by the hand and led him over to Dolan and Jinn, 
strategically placing ourselves between the officer and the duke’s 
daughter. She wasn’t blind to the imperfect world around her, but 
family time was about to begin in earnest. 

| whispered again in Rift’s ear, “Don’t let him touch the twins or me.” 

Rifter knew whom | was talking about. 

The duke finally finished his heartfelt greeting of Colum and turned 
his attention elsewhere. He noted the two Paladins and quickly 
scanned the courtyard for trouble. It didn’t take him long to find it. 

“lam Lord Asketil, the Duke of Kelton.” He waited for our response, 
perhaps seeking a bow or an introduction from our side, but he hadn’t 
finished his. 

“And?” | kept my hands on the shoulders of Jinn. 

“And what?” 


“Is your loyalty not owed to another line? Are you not a servant of 
the Prince of Niantia? Or have you forgotten who keeps you fed and 
preserves your line?” 

It had been such a happy, carefree moment for them all up until that 
point. Reality bites hard. 

“| find myself at a loss.” 

“Why now and not yesterday or the day before? Where are your 
manners when it comes to meeting your sponsor?” 

“My sponsor is in Qreyl, dining with the Emperor for all | know.” 

Lorde and Lankes stepped in behind us, placing themselves in clear 
view of the duke and his daughter. They hadn’t had their breakfast, 
and it showed on their unhappy faces. 

| continued correcting the old man, “Your sponsor is House Storm, 
led by the Prince of Niantia. | am his sister. You may bow and call me 
Princess Ayla.” 

Asketil hesitated, showing his displeasure before doing both. 

“Methods,” more a laugh than a hiss, sounded behind me. 

| turned my back on the duke. 

A pair of young men, nearly identical twins in dark brown leather 
armor, stood inside the hold’s banded gate. Heavy vambraces and 
broadswords added a hint of blue steel to the mix. 

“We heard of visitors. Paladins and children. Princess Ayla, we are 
the Prince’s Guard.” It was more explanation than was needed. 

“ve met your brothers, Kestrel and Caolin, down in Colivar. They 
guard the Prince’s wife.” 

“Then we will guard you. We grow bored, running between the 
Golds and the Grays of this forsaken city.” One of the two was a hair 
taller than the other and perhaps a tad clearer of mind. His brother 
seemed to grin and drool, staring off into space. 

“This is Rifter Gaines, my consort.” | accidentally elbowed Rift at 
that moment. 

“I’m Fever, and this is Fell Harrow. He admires your work.” 

“Please join us as we meet the line of Asketil. As brothers of the 
Prince, you will not bow to me or anyone else in Niantia.” From now 
on, | made the rules. 

The pair sauntered forward. They halted a hair out of the duke’s line 


of sight as if they knew it would annoy him. 

Duke Asketil looked about and tried to assert some control, 
“Captain, please present yourself and complete the formal 
introductions.” 

The officer stepped around us, “Il am Captain Colum Jenkins of the 
Duke’s House Guard. Please meet Lady Miraa Asketil, daughter and 
mother to those present, and shoeless in her haste.” 

He smiled, and | joined him. Lady Asketil was certainly shoeless in 
her need to reconnect with her children. 

She stepped forward and bowed, “Thank you for returning our 
children.” 

“You’re welcome, but don’t you mean child? Colum is yours, without 
a doubt, but lacking the seal of marriage, his claim as an heir to the 
seat of Kelton is weak. On the other hand, Dolan and Jinn are claimed 
by the Prince’s line and will be treated as such.” 

“What the feth does that mean?” Captain Jenkins wasn’t the father 
of the twins, but he had acted as one when given the opportunity. 

“It means that, by law, they are members of my family, not yours. | 
will guarantee their well-being.” 

The fault lines were as clear as the cobbles and easy enough to 
walk upon, even in bare feet. 

“You can’t,” said Lady Miraa. 

An image of Raven Ylamil stuck in my mind. She could, and scars 
or no, so could |. 

“Lady Asketil, let's be honest. You couldn’t. | can and will. If | must, 
the twins will be sent back to Colivar in order to keep them safe.” 

Dolan crossed his arms. Jinn turned around and hugged me. Rifter 
still hadn’t uttered a word. 

The duke was furious. “You wouldn’t dare.” 

If only he had a pipe. 

“If you wish to visit Dolan and Jinn, you'll do so under my 
supervision.” 

“By what right?” 

“| could ask you the same. By what right did Careck visit them? By 
what right did you?” 

“They are the Damogir’s offspring.” Asketil’s lack of remorse floored 


me. He knew that he’d struck a nerve, a potential weakness in my 
armor. 

| ignored the look of horror on Lady Miraa’s face and fought back, 
“So, we agree.” 

It wasn’t a question, and the duke was left without a retort. More 
than a decade before, Lady Miraa had closed her beautiful eyes under 
the touch of the Damogir, and she’d forgotten to open them again 
when the twins arrived. 

| pressed on, “Duke Kelton, where is the Prince’s estate? We’d like 
to rest from our long trip.” 

| missed the Lord-Mayor of Bridgeton. He’d known the rules without 
error and was deemed a friend because of it. 

Asketil sneered, “What Prince’s estate?” Suddenly, the children, like 
the Prince of Niantia, were forgotten. 

“Duke Asketil, have you not provided for the Prince’s return? 
Swathes of the city are empty, yet you haven’t prepared a villa for his 
family’s use? Where did Careck or the rest of the Get reside when they 
visited?” 

Asketil chose silence rather than affirm his poor loyalty. 

Feth him. 

“Captain Jenkins, please find us a suitable and safe place to rest 
outside of these sullied walls. Make sure it has a stable for our horses 
and is easily defended from unwanted visitors. | would like Corporal 
Jenkins assigned to lead its guard detail. Please send word to the 
merchant ship that all supplies and horses are to be sent there 
directly.” 

If there was one thing I'd learned in Bridgeton, it was how to deal 
with the Golds and how to get what | wanted. You stuck to the rules 
and forced them to do the same. 

Seeing his power slipping out the main gate, Duke Asketil couldn’t 
let it go. “How do we know you are who you say you are? Just 
because the claws and the fangs of the Get are gone, it doesn’t mean 
you can sail in here and take over.” 

| hated to do it. Raven Ylamil’s sword had a dominating presence all 
its own, but it had nothing over the sentient soul of a death-demon. | 
drew two daggers, one an empty claw and the other an alpha-imbued 


fang. The morning’s light became thick, almost syrupy in its slowness. 
Where Sorrow would have simply growled and made my point, an 
unreal shadow settled across the courtyard. We all felt it, whether we 
blinked or not. The duke certainly did. 

Lord Asketil backed away as | advanced out of range of the 
children. “Would you like to recant your last thought?” 

He bowed low and held it. | sheathed the weapons, feeling dirty. 
Feth Gold. Tarnished silver was definitely the color for the duke or 
maybe bronze, for all he was worth. 

| watched the brothers, captain and corporal, depart and hoped that 
they didn’t change their minds. It would be a shame. 

Lady Asketil clung to Colum, bearing a face of abject shame. | 
couldn't help her. 

“Fever Harrow, you may find it boring, but | feel it’s time for us to 
visit the Grays and see who's really running this place.” With that, we 
all walked out of the Duke’s Hold and back down the hill. 

Colum Asketil had remained with his mother. | had no claim there. 
Dolan and Jinn had lived a life without the proper protection of those 
above them and certainly suffered for it. Their careful movements 
seemed meant to avoid drawing attention to their existence, or 
perhaps it was a conclusion they’d made about their eventual fate. 

In Niantia, the Damogir had decreed his right to impregnate any 
woman as she came of age, and only the strongest of the Damogir’s 
offspring survived. Their presence was a common cause of strife 
among families coast to coast and fed the diabolical ranks of the Get of 
the Damogir. As such, they were a nightmare, and parents often left 
them abandoned, abused, or dead. As we were about to learn, every 
choice had its lasting consequences. 


Chapter 24 
Mind of a Prince 


The walled city of Kelton offered determined pockets of life. Whole 
blocks were empty. Others almost thrived, and older children worked 
among the adults, repairing walls, doors, windows, and streets. 
Hammers and saws sounded wherever survivors banded together. 
Stacks of fresh lumber and stone filled the markets as much as fish 
and secondhand goods. 

Fever Harrow led us into the Solander district. A former city of 
Niantia, Solander lay in ruins far up the west coast. With its roving 
population collapsing beneath the pursuit by the Damogir’s Horde, 
thousands of displaced Solander citizens had resettled in Kelton in a 
last-ditch effort to survive. 

The Prince of Niantia had sent Fever and Fell south to Kelton to 
keep an eye on the duke and guarantee the support of Kelton’s most 
recent refugees. The ships making regular deliveries from Hamport 
resulted from yet another dowry, one that my brother had given the 
leaders of the Solander clan when he’d stayed with them out on the 
plains to the northeast. Something terrible had happened there, 
causing my brother to reach out to me one last time during his journey, 
and | needed to find out more. 

| looked over at Rifter as we trailed our little group. In setting Asketil 
straight, I’d bent Rift out of shape. He still hadn’t sooken to me since 
I’d kissed him, and let’s face it. With my lack of experience, I’m not that 
good a kisser. 

| whispered far too loudly, “Are you still in there?” 

“Are you?” he shot back. 


“I’m feeling a bit dirty, and not in a good way, but I’m still here.” 

“Consort.” 

“Fever, we'll catch up.” | pulled Rifter to a stop. He was hurt, and | 
didn’t want to see it. 

“Consort,” | stated. “Facing the Golds, it was the perfect word. It 
made you invisible to the duke while still drawing a formal connection 
to a person of influence.” 

“OK, | get that, but what are we outside the presence of a duke?” 

| couldn’t bare my heart, not yet, but | Knew the choice that | had 
made, and | stuck to it, “Inseparable.” 

He looked in my eyes, his clear sight absorbing that single word. 
Rift wanted to smile, but his emotions carried greater momentum and 
turned about at a slower pace than mine. He took my hand, and we 
trotted up the street, catching up to my growing family. 

OK, then. 


There were sides to my brother that | never knew but needed to 
comprehend before | dared to step into the court of the Black Emperor. 
That led us all to the head of the largest local clan and the former boss 
of Solander, if Fever were to be believed. 

Rollo Dahlgren worked as hard as the rest of their over-sized clan 
and then some. So did his son Loke and his wife, Maeve. The layers of 
dried sweat and dust seemed almost unreal in an evenness across 
their skin. Only the lines at the corners of their eyes and mouths 
showed any cracks. 

“Our daughter Runa will be back soon. She rides with the Order's 
scouts most days, searching the area and watching for rogues. She’s 
not fit for much else.” 

“Rollo, you’re not fit for much more than swinging that hammer and 
offering your opinion where folks don’t want to hear it.” Maeve Lundin 
had introduced herself first, making it clear that Rollo was present only 
with her approval. 

Neither wore a ring, ugly or otherwise. 

“We're not in a rush,” | said. “We’re still waiting on a place to stay. 
The duke wasn't prepared for our arrival.” 

“We can find you a few beds or build some.” 


Fever had introduced us, mentioning the Order of the Vigil and our 
search for the Prince of Niantia. The Paladin bodyguards fit our image, 
and the reference to the duke added a bit of weight to our cause. The 
couple took turns pressing each other’s buttons and shared plenty in 
between. Their son Loke was more careful in his remarks, and | hoped 
their daughter Runa would arrive soon. We weren't a threat. We only 
wanted to talk. 

“Rollo, we may take you up on the offer of beds, but first, I’m 
interested in learning more about the Prince of Niantia. What was he 
doing on the plains when you met him? What was his frame of mind? 
Was he alone? That sort of thing.” 

Rollo’s opinion always came first. “He was cursed. That’s what he 
was. Take all of our woes and bad days, roll them into a ball, and stab 
it with a knife, and you'll have whatever's left of that man’s soul.” 

Fever and Fell lived the blood curse of the Damogir’s offspring, and 
they’d found a cure in Ara’s dagger. | stood and faced the pair in the 
back of the room, not saying a word. 

Fell smiled, “Methods.” Fever merely shrugged. 

| nodded back and returned to the conversation. “So, he was 
cursed. How did you know?” 

Loke answered this time, “Ara wasn’t all there. He left our camp the 
first night he arrived and just walked off in search of the Damogir’s 
Horde. Who does that? Three days later, we found him sitting alone 
out on the plain, bleeding and lost. He’d stabbed himself in several 
places and was ranting on about a witch. We brought him back to our 
camp and bandaged him up. We had to tie him down near the fire to 
keep him from hurting himself, and he went even crazier. Called 
Maeve all sorts of names.” 

Feth. 

| knew better. “Ara was more terrified than crazy.” 

Rollo wasn’t buying it. “Of what? The non-existent witch? Or of 
Maeve? She might look like a witch sometimes, but nobody is crazy 
enough to call her one.” 

“The witch was real. She’d tortured Ara for weeks, keeping him tied 
to the ground. Now, she lives on in his mind and comes out whenever 
the curse of the Black gets too strong. The Horde must have pushed 


him over the edge.” 

“So, he is crazy?” Maeve had seen it all and seemed to be intent on 
understanding as much as me. 

| offered half an answer, “Ara Storm is a Vigil of the Order in 
Colivar. He fights demons and things far worse. There is always a cost 
to what he does.” 

Rollo continued, “He mentioned that. Said he had a whole company 
of demon slayers, but we never saw any until we got here.” 

“Did you ever see the Horde again after he went hunting for it?” 

“That don’t mean he found it.” 

“Ara found it and turned it, sending it into the Valley of Bastian. The 
Horde killed half of his company and the King of Bastian. It almost 
killed his wife.” 

“You were there?” said Rollo. 

“No, but these two Paladins were. Ask them the names of their 
mates that died that day. | dare you.” 

Maeve came to Rollo’s defense. “Ayla, your point is made, but don’t 
think for a minute we knew what we were dealing with. He said he was 
a prince on his way to court, and we couldn't believe it, at least not 
until he gave Runa the dowry for her birthday and told us to make a 
run for Kelton. Then, he left with Careck.” 

“What was Careck to him?” 

“His mirror, and Ara spent every day breaking it, adding to his 
curse.” 

Paladin Seely Lankes had heard enough. “There is nothing harsher 
than the presence of a demon.” 

Fever clued everyone in, “Ara killed Careck. Stabbed him in the 
heart after they got to the Queen’s Hold. He called it a culling, and we 
all thought that we were next.” 

That was a good sign, perhaps the best I’d found so far. 

“Ara could knock Careck out. Even from a distance, he could tip 
Careck flat out of the saddle.” Loke had seen it time and again. “He 
used that dagger of his somehow, and | think he talked to it.” 

Rollo stuck to his hammer. “When | begin to talk to my hammer, you 
can call me crazy, too.” 

“Who’s crazy?” A young woman walked in, smelling of leather, 


horse sweat, and tall grass. Her left arm ended at the elbow. 

Loke brought his sister into the conversation, “Runa, the Prince’s 
Guard has brought some friends of Ara Storm to talk about his 
condition before he went to Qreyl. Rollo was just explaining how crazy 
he was.” 

Runa blatantly ignored Rollo. “Ara wasn’t crazy. He never lied about 
anything. If that makes him crazy, then fine, but he gave us all a 
chance to survive with a roof over our heads and a strong wall to 
protect us. More crazy, right? He chased away the Horde. He tamed 
Careck.” 

“He killed Careck.” 

“Even better. Stop me when you hear something truly crazy.” 

“He lost his mind,” said Loke. 

“And he got it back once we cut him free from the ground and 
helped him get on some clothes.” 

My stomach plummeted at that bit of news. | may have swayed as | 
stood up, “Wait, he was naked, too?” 

“Dear, he had too many spots for us to bandage, and we had to 
wash the blood out of his clothes. Why are you crying?” 

| shook my head, “How long did it take for his mind to come back?” 

“Maybe a week. Why?” 

“How do you know it was him?” 

“Why wouldn't it be him?” 

“Careck.” 

“He killed Careck.” 

“He collected the demon’s soul and rode on. Didn’t he, Fever?” 

The fang-dagger that I'd shown the duke carried another shard of 
the same alpha death-demon. It was the same Kjaira soul that ruled 
the Get of the Damogir. Did it rule Ara Storm too? Had he fallen under 
its spell? 

“Ayla, we rode with him. Your brother healed us, and he only fell off 
his horse once.” 

“Your brother?” Maeve was standing now. 

“Yes. Fever, why did Ara fall off of his horse?” 

“Ara said something about the plague visions getting to him. Tumo’s 
pain seemed to help him get a grip.” 


“You're his sister?” said Runa. 

“Adopted. He was an orphan. He used his authority in Colivar to 
build House Storm from scratch.” 

To Rollo, the visitors were becoming as odd as their quarry. “Where 
was his House when he was wandering in the southern plains of 
Niantia, losing his mind?” 

“He’d sent us all away.” Feth Distance. 

“Even you, Dear?” 

| nodded. “Ara needed to end a Gray war. | was the token that 
bought him a city.” 

Rift had once experienced something similar in Stonnberg. “Ayla, 
remind me of that the next time we see your brother.” 

Somehow, that made me feel better. 

Runa seemed to be suffering from the news, the image of a prince 
shattering around her. “Ayla, how old are you?” 

“| just turned sixteen. How about you?” 

“The same. How old is Ara?” 

“Twenty. Why?” 

Runa looked over at Maeve, who was staring at the floor. “Ayla, 
where did Ara grow up?” 

“A frontier town called Lockrun, just south of the Everest Range.” 

“He came back,” Maeve coughed, covering her eyes. “He came 
back, and | didn’t even recognize him. My own son.” Maeve wept 
openly while Rollo remained dead silent at her side. He wasn't that 
thick after all. 

Exceeding Maeve’s sorrow, Runa’s face was the picture of utter 
misery. “Qreyl will destroy him.” 

| couldn’t tell them my suspicions that the damage had already been 
done in too many ways, so | switched to a more cheerful topic, “What 
happened to Runa’s arm?” 

Rollo answered for the stricken girl, “Careck took it when he found 
out that Maeve had discarded the Damogir’s get.” 

We were sisters with the same broken heart. We’d lost a piece of 
ourselves to the Black Emperor and another to the Prince of Niantia. 

No, Ara hadn’t done the same to me. “Runa, it was never Ara’s idea 
to trade me away. | made him do it. | knew that it would forge a truce 


when he needed it most.” 

Rollo figured it out first, “He’s a Gray prince?” 

“What is the color of Niantia?” 

“Black.” 

“Yes, he’s a Gray prince. Rollo Dahlgren, can you do the duke one 
better and confirm your allegiance?” 

“The dowry’s been paid. We’re only waiting on the Prince to claim 
his new bride.” 

“| claim it in his name. I’ve stated the same to the Duke of Kelton 
and his daughter. Kelton’s grandchildren, Dolan and Jinn, are half- 
siblings of Ara and are under my care. Their mother and little brother 
can visit them any time, but never the duke.” 

“Why are you telling me this?” 

“Because I’m going after my brother, and we'll need someone to 
maintain the Prince’s estate in Kelton. Someone that can stand up to 
Duke Asketil and do what needs to be done to protect the Prince’s 
family.” 

“I'll do it,” said Maeve. “Rollo can help.” 

“Some of the duke’s household may volunteer to help. If they are 
agreeable, let them. Unity is the most important thing for the city’s 
survival. Fever and Fell will escort me to the Queen’s Hold. The 
Paladins Lorde and Lankes will remain here to make sure no one 
messes with the family of Ara Storm, and the Order’s presence should 
be enough to keep Duke Asketil in line.” 

“Ayla, I’m going with you. I’ve got my own horse.” Runa had her 
mother’s eyes, soft gray and dripping wet. 

“Sister, if you didn't, I’d find you one.” 


The manor house formerly used by the Get of the Damogir had 
everything we wanted, including tall stone walls and black steel gates 
to keep out any trouble. It hadn’t been unlocked in more than a year, 
and a household staff was selected by Maeve Lundin to make it 
livable. Rollo added a crew for security, and Corporal Jenkins arrived 
with a squad of his own. The Paladins were given rooms, and the 
Order would share in our supplies. 

The only real surprise came the following morning as Lady Miraa 


Asketil arrived, banging on the front gate. Yes, we kept it guarded and 
locked at all hours. Gray House rules. | went outside to greet her and 
was surprised to see a valet pushing a small cart filled with boxes and 
a five-year-old boy. 

Lady Miraa spoke through the bars of the gate, “I’m here for my 
children.” 

She looked like she hadn’t slept a wink. Colum looked fine as he 
tried to wiggle his way through the gate. | signaled the guard to open it 
and let them in. The valet rolled in too, and | realized that, even with an 
invisible child in the mix, there were far more clothes than a pair of 
eleven-year-olds could own. 

“Lady Miraa, you’re moving in?” 

“Of course, Princess.” 

The word princess didn’t ring with the respect it deserved, but Lady 
Miraa had walked across the city, leading her possessions like a 
Nantine refugee. It was a good sign. She could join the Solander clan 
as far as | was concerned, assuming Maeve didn’t kill her first. 

“Dolan and Jinn will be glad, but please don’t try to leave with them. 
The guards are here for their protection as much as mine. Now, where 
did Colum go?” 


Chapter 25 
Message 


As a sister of the Scarred Man, I'd never been left unprotected in 
the Gray world. An impossible incarnation of a death-demon had 
always been my shadow, invisibly watching my back or, in the worst 
case, acting as an unstoppable assassin. As my brood sister, Sorrow 
did all the dirty work, allowing me to work on the bigger picture. We 
were both suitably devious in our own ways and made a powerful 
team, but that had ended with the forlorn appearance of Raven Ylamil. 

Now, the bigger picture was utterly dangerous, and | wasn’t blind to 
the motives of Duke Asketil. Absconding with his family and leaving 
him to rot may have seemed like a great way to make an enemy, but 
the enemy had existed before our ship ever reached Sanctuary Bay. 
His lack of regard for my brother was the first indication. His hatred for 
Raven was another. His abuse of his family sealed the deal from both 
sides and led me to follow harsher methods. Having a sworn enemy 
guaranteed a reaction, but | didn’t know how timely it would be. 

The merchant ship continued to offload its cargo, and our horses 
had been brought up to the Prince’s manor. Rollo Dahlgren and Maeve 
Lundin proved entirely reliable when given a common threat and a 
common goal for the patron of their clan. Lady Miraa was less so, 
always looking over her shoulder and jumping at shadows, no matter 
where she was within the manor grounds. She knew her father better 
than anyone. 

Captain Colum Jenkins arrived for the first time, a day after Lady 
Miraa. He spoke first with his brother before coming inside to meet the 
children. His conversation with Miraa was short, if not sweet. He had 


other things on his mind, leaving the last for me. 

“Princess Storm, Duke Asketil requests your presence at the 
stronghold to discuss a threat to our city.” 

“Why not discuss it with the Order troops that guard Kelton’s walls?” 

“It’s not that kind of threat. A delegation of dark elves has been here 
for the past month.” 

“What do they want?” 

“| haven't been given the details, but one can assume it relates to 
your brother or, more likely, his wife.” 

“Captain, have you met my brother?” 

He nodded. There was a hint of fear in his eyes. 

“What was his opinion of Duke Asketil?” 

“Given the situation, | would say that your brother showed far more 
restraint than was warranted. Lord Asketil barely exists as a cohesive 
entity for his corner of Niantia.” 

It was a careful answer, yet it said everything | needed to know. Ara 
had been in a hurry. He didn’t have the time to guarantee his holdings 
as he went forward. Hamport, Kelton, and Bastian were all resizing 
their loyalties, or worse. 

“Captain, more and more, | realize that I’m nothing like my brother.” 

“Princess, | don’t Know what the duke has promised the elves, but 
they carry blackblades and act like they own the city. Asketil should 
never have allowed them into his hold.” 

“Captain, please wait here while we prepare for our visit.” 


| could handle the duke, but the elves were an unknown. Together, 
they might be a real threat, but | planned on taking far more than | 
gave at this meeting. Captain Jenkins, Rifter, Fever, and Fell were my 
escort back across the city. The Paladins remained behind to guard 
the children in case it was all a ruse. 

We entered the hold and followed the captain into an open, high- 
ceilinged meeting hall. Duke Asketil sat upon a dais, four stone steps 
above the rest of the room’s occupants. Captain Jenkins moved to his 
side while twenty heavily armed ducal guardsmen spread out along the 
walls. Asketil didn’t rise as we approached. 

To me, that was a sign that the Gray rules applied, not the Gold, 


and | followed them home. “Duke Asketil, | have come to hear your 
concern about a threat to the city.” 

“Princess Storm, | would like to introduce Gavan Ylamil of Bastian. 
He’s the son of the Regent and is looking to guarantee a peaceful 
coexistence between our cities.” 

The hundreds of miles between Kelton and Bastian should have 
been enough. This meeting had nothing to do with peace and 
everything to do with a common enemy. 

Gavan Ylamil wore a two-handed blackblade across his back, as 
did his five elven guards. He was a slightly older version of Andarion, 
and if he’d been unarmed, | was sure that Rifter could toss him across 
the room. The elves remained still, except for their eyes which 
scanned the room’s potential threats. 

Neither Rifter nor | wore any real armor beyond our reinforced 
leather jackets. He had his hunting knife, and | carried two exotic 
daggers across my chest. The two Prince’s Guard waited behind us as 
protectors should the negotiations turn ugly. 

“What do you want?” | didn’t care which party replied. | figured that 
it would be the same response in the end. 

“We demand hostages. The duke has offered us two of his 
grandchildren but tells us that you have claimed them.” Gavan Ylamil’s 
voice was more fluid than Andarion’s, more practiced, and completely 
confident. 

| was done with trading tokens for peace. “The House of Ylamil- 
Storm has sacrificed a substantial amount of blood to save your city- 
state. What more could you demand from us?” 

Gavan Ylamil responded with insanity, “With the King’s death, we 
don’t place any value on past deeds.” In a single sentence, the dark 
elves had ignored the rules and ended the negotiations. They weren't 
here to talk. 

| gave them what they wanted. “To forget what is owed is the sign of 
a failing House. Our conversation here today is completely moot. 
Asketil, next time you have a concern, bring it to me and voice it 
yourself. | don’t have time for these games.” 

| spun around and grabbed Rifter’s arm, dragging him toward the 
exit and away from the elves. 


Duke Asketil had set the scene and was forced to intervene. “Wait! 
Stop her!” 

Fever and Fell moved to force a path toward the hall door while 
behind us, the elves each drew their blades. 

“Hold!” An officer's voice boomed throughout the hall. Captain 
Jenkins had advanced on the elves, his sword in hand. “Guards, form 
a line on my right.” 

In moments, twenty men had assembled in the middle of the hall, 
facing down the six from Bastian. | was guessing that it would be an 
even brawl. They blocked the elves’ direct path to us, but not the dais. 

Asketil was beside himself. “Captain, what are you doing?” 

“My job. Do you wish us to leave the hall?” The captain was 
certainly a man with few options. 

“That wasn’t the plan. Get out of the way.” 

| placed my free hand gently on the hilt of my fang-dagger. “Lord 
Asketil, what is the plan?” 

Asketil spat, “You are supposed to die.” 

“You've conspired with the line of Ylamil to kill me?” 

Asketil couldn't stifle his confession. “Yes. The elves can’t get to 
your brother, but they can certainly get to you.” 

Clearly, the confession hadn’t been part of the plan, and | watched 
its jarring effect on the faces around me. 

“You fool!” Gavan raced up the stairs and, in a single stroke, 
planted his sword deep in the duke’s neck. 

Asketil bowed his way to the ground, never to rise again. 

My right hand remained clamped on Rifter’s arm. “Gavan Ylamil, the 
duke’s testimony has condemned you and your line to oblivion.” 

Captain Jenkins barked out, “Fiends front,” and with unexpected 
discipline, the ducal guardsmen shifted into a shield wall with spears 
and halberds backing his shield-laden swordsmen. The Kelton guards 
had been drilling daily for months with the Order of the Vigil, learning 
tactics to fight the inhumanly fast demons. As it turns out, those tactics 
worked perfectly well against the agile and speedy elves. 

Twenty ducal guardsmen charged the five dark elves. The men lost 
a few at first to the razor-sharp strikes of the elves, but eventually, they 
overwhelmed them with their cohesion and heavy shields. With their 


backs to the wall, the elves were literally pinned in place by halberds, 
spears, and longswords. 

While the elves and men collided, the scion of Khamros Ylamil 
made his move. Ignoring the melee on his left, Gavan leaped down 
from the dais and found himself cut off. Fever and Fell intercepted the 
dark elf, forcing him to fight for his life. The brother of Andarion the 
Blade was a master swordsman yet ended up being dominated by two 
brothers who fought as one. The Harrows wielded daggers and heavy 
cavalry blades, blocking with steel vambraces and scything at the dark 
elf from four different angles at once. Ylamil didn’t have an answer for 
each new wound that he received until finally, Fever took off Gavan’s 
right hand, and Fell removed the other. 

Across the hall, the melee had ended. 

“Fever, Hold!” | shrieked. “Il want him alive.” | drew out my claw- 
dagger and stalked forward. “Hold him down.” 

Fell Harrow sat heavily on the dark elf’s chest, crushing the wind out 
of the elf and forcing him to remain docile while Rifter tightly bound 
both of Gavan’s arms and kept the elf from bleeding to death. 

| pressed the point of my dagger into Gavan Ylamil’s face. “Past 
deeds always matter. Debts must always be paid. Why did you come 
here?” 

The elf hissed, barely audible, “Your threats don’t work on me.” 

“Your brother Andarion taught me about the uselessness of threats. 
You can thank him later.” | dragged the dagger slowly through Gavan’s 
cheek and right eye, plucking the orb from its socket and slicing 
upward into his scalp. | finished with a quicker slash on the other side 
of his face, a deep cut that left the elf's remaining eye intact but clipped 
off most of his ear. They’d certainly get the message in Bastian. 

“Brothers, please collect all the blackblades. Captain, when you’re 
done seeing to your men, please detain Gavan Ylamil and have him 
sewn up. | will make sure he returns home safely.” 

On the way out, | snatched the ducal ring from one of Asketil’s bony 
fingers and stowed it in my pack. It was as ugly as they get. 


“Do | get to keep it?” 
“Of course,” | said. “Fell gets one too. We’ll take the rest of the 


blackblades to the Prince’s Guard at the Queen’s Hold. What do you 
think?” 

“It feels lighter and far better balanced than this Nantine cavalry 
sword. It’s a bit longer too, but we'll still wield them with one hand to 
keep our daggers and vambraces in play.” 

“Gavan was skilled, wasn’t he?” 

Fever offered the confidence of two, “He lasted longer than | 
expected. Think he’ll make it to Bastian without dropping dead?” 

“We'll give him a day or three to decide and loan him a horse just to 
be sure. | don’t plan on staying in Bastian long, if at all, but we need to 
deliver another message from the Prince of Niantia.” 

“| take it the message is written on Gavan’s face.” 

| nodded, “I’m not one for poetry, and my handwriting sucks.” 

“What was the first message to Bastian? | don’t recall Kestrel or 
Caolin having any dispatches.” 

“The Infernal Horde was the message. My brother is a bit long- 
winded.” 

Fell nodded, “Methods.” 

The message that | was sending to Bastian was as much to warn 
the dark elves as it was to chastise them for their treachery. When Ara 
got wind of their turn against him, he’d send a lot more than an 
unstable demonic horde. He’d already tried that once, and the elves 
needed to start thinking about how to make amends before Ara found 
something even more devastating to deliver. 

We hurried back from the Duke’s Hold. | needed to get word to the 
Paladins and make sure the Order was ready for any unrest that might 
appear in the city. Rollo and Maeve would be critical in spreading the 
word of the duke’s conspiracy and the dark elves that had murdered 
him. 

The plot had been simple, and it failed in the simplest ways. Dolan 
and Jinn weren’t Captain Colum Jenkins children by blood, but he and 
his brother had acted as their father and uncle for eleven years. As 
much as Asketil hated the twins, he should have looked past his own 
curse and recognized the humanity that remained around him. 

Lady Miraa would be another twist. As Asketil’s daughter, she might 
think she had a claim to her father’s seat on the hill, but the duke had 


lost his standing in a rush to get rid of me. Rules were rules, and her 
House had forfeited all right to reign with Duke Asketil’s admitted plot 
against the Prince and House Storm. Asketil was an ancient line, but 
Ara wouldn't forgive such an act, and neither would I. 

Lastly, there was Rifter Gaines. He’d seen firsthand how my brother 
worked; Ara was inhumanly fast and to the point. Now, he’d seen me 
at my best or worst, depending on one’s point of view. More than 
anything, | cared how Rifter perceived it. 

When the feth had that happened? 

Rift wasn’t making it easy, leaving the Harrows to talk me down 
from the fear and the fury that had carried me through the bloody 
scene and out the hall door. 

| whispered far too loudly, “Are you still in there?” 

“Are you?” Rift replied. 

“Do you want to look?” | unwrapped the bandage from around my 
hand and held out my palm. 

It was close to losing its stitches and healing well. It would be a 
beauty scar at best, lurking among the many crooked lines of my palm. 
The scar on my hand had jumped through my dagger and onto the 
face of Gavan Ylamil. That was the real issue. 

“The elves were a hit squad,” | said. “They’d been offered a chance 
at easy revenge and hostages for future leverage over Ara.” 

“| get it.” Getting it and being OK with it were two different things to 
Rifter Gaines. 

“Rift, you don’t. You are far more valuable to me alive than dead, so 
don’t pretend that you’re having trouble with the outcome. The elves 
show no mercy as they run across the continent, flashing their 
blackblades and bows. It’s time to make them take a hard look in the 
mirror.” 

“Ayla, what do you see when you look in the mirror?” 

“| see the ruined and exhausted face of Raven Ylamil or the gray 
hair and haunted eyes of my brother. | see a dark elf assassin with a 
terrible grip on reality or a duke that has completely lost his humanity.” 

“Is there anything good in that mirror of yours?” 

“Sure. There’s the guy that keeps me from smashing the mirror 
before | get to the end of my path.” 


“You don’t you see yourself in there?” 

“Of course, | do. Why do you think | want to smash it?” 

“Ayla Storm, given a long enough look, everyone wants to smash 
their mirror, dark elves and despots being the exception. It’s a sign of 
being human.” 

“Rift, no way you’re human. Not with that unruly mess of hair. | bet 
my fingers could get lost in there for days.” 

He finally relented and smiled, “I like a girl that appreciates a 
challenge.” 


Chapter 26 
Delivery 


Scout-sergeant Keegan didn’t argue. He handed Paladins Lorde 
and Lankes the Order's responsibility for everything within the walls of 
Kelton and went back to scouting the areas outside for rogues. The 
men were originally from the company of Vigil Stone in Westlake and 
had a long history of barely getting along. It was good enough for me. 

News of the duke’s assassination by the dark elves was received 
with only a trace of indignation. Most of Kelton’s population had long 
ago lost their faith in the old regime and life in general. Asketil had 
taken the first cut of all arriving shipments and sold many of his closest 
constituents’ children into slavery in Colivar. 

Corporal Leni ‘Jenks’ Jenkins was made the new Captain of the 
Kelton Guard and given possession of the stronghold. | appointed 
Colum Jenkins as Lord-Mayor, and he took possession of an estate 
near the newfound Prince’s Manor. There wasn’t enough meat left on 
the bone for another duke, and the more humble title was far easier for 
the citizens to accept. Dispatches covering the situation were onboard 
the merchant ship as it sailed south from Sanctuary Bay. 

Gavan Ylamil had been sewn up and bound tightly for his 
protection. Three days after the changing of the guard, we strapped 
him to a horse and departed the city. The dark elf was tougher than he 
looked. One might have thought that I’d cut out his tongue along with 
his right eye. | made it clear to our small group that | alone would be 
responsible for his care. 

Runa was our scout and guide. She knew the lower plains as well 
as anyone, picking out the best spots to camp, find water, or gather 


firewood. We worked our way east, skirting the northern edge of the 
Everest’s foothills and enjoying the mild Nantine summer. | carried a 
waterskin prepared specifically for Gavan, but he declined my offer at 
the end of the first day. There was a price for everything, and he didn’t 
want to pay it. 

Late on the second day of our ride, | got my first glimpse of ruin. 
The unnamed town had long been abandoned, but most of it still stood 
amid dust and carpets of bone. There was a lingering sense of 
unreality that turned my stomach. In many ways, Kelton was broken, 
yet thousands fought to drag it back to a semi-rational state of being. It 
was far from the obscene, lifeless husk that surrounded us. 

Runa took the time to explain the nameless town’s sorry state, “We 
don’t know what this place was called. They removed it from the maps 
after the Horde rolled through it decades ago. It existed, and then it 
didn’t, and nobody wanted to remember why.” 

| could only nod at the silence and the bare breath of wind coming 
down off the mountains to the south. Everything about it felt wrong. 
“Let’s not camp here.” 

Runa and the Harrows had gotten used to seeing Niantia’s ruins. | 
didn’t ask them how they did it. | was scared to find out. 

Runa steered us northeast, quickly putting the ghost town behind us 
in the failing light. “Trespass is in worse shape.” 

“At least Trespass has a name,” | said. 

“That’s not its original name,” said Fever. “It was a message from 
the Damogir to the King of Bastian, and it marked a boundary between 
the two men.” 

“Between the men? Not the realms?” 

“Niantia and Bastian are each defined by a ruling bloodline. The 
creation of the Get of the Damogir is one extreme example of that. The 
dark elves’ adherence to a dominant House is another. It’s as if the 
curse depends on the enormous ego of one man, ignoring the interests 
of a people or a clan.” 

“The Black Emperor,” | said. “He makes the rules and defines the 
boundaries of this domain.” 

“Can you imagine the force of will needed to counter such a dark 
mind?” Fever pointed at Gavan Ylamil, “Or what it would be capable of 


doing?” 

Rifter rode beside me. “Ayla, what do you know of the Black 
Emperor?” 

Everyone halted at Rifters question. Horses snorted with 
impatience as the last light of dusk bled out around us. 

| swallowed the dust that coated the back of my tongue. “I’ve met 
him. | know where he lives.” 

Runa’s worry framed her words, “Ayla, you’ve been to Qreyl?” 

“No, not yet, but the Emperor’s reach has a way of finding those 
that feed his hunger. Please, let’s move on before it gets too dark.” 

We camped in a small copse of trees that night. Rifter helped get 
Gavan off his horse, and we could tell the elf didn’t have long to live. 
He’d forgone my offers of food and water in exchange for information, 
and he suffered greatly for it. 

Rifter could see it too, “Ayla—” 

“| know, Rift. | know.” 

We’d laid Gavan out flat and took turns filling his mouth with water. 
Never saying a word, the dark elf savored the cool liquid and didn’t 
stop until the skin was empty. | could live with that. We were never 
going to be friends. 


Only the old stone bridge remained in passable shape. Game trails 
and wagon tracks intersected at this common point. Armies had 
crossed it, and claws stronger than stone had left their permanent 
marks. Trespass didn’t harbor the heavy pall of the previous ruins. The 
houses and walls were toppled throughout, leaving little for humans or 
elves but offering a vast collection of warrens for harmless prey and 
the musky scents of nocturnal hunters that searched them out. 

The overgrown wagon trail to the south followed the river’s edge 
into a forest, and | could feel the eyes of watchers in the hills 
overlooking the former town. We wouldn't be staying here long. 

“Runa, what’s east of us?” 

“Mostly wooded lands and ruins until you reach the coast. The 
plains are clearer to the west, but we’ve got strong horses. It would be 
a day quicker if we continued east and then turned north to the 
Queen’s Hold.” 


“Rift, please cut Gavan loose.” 

The dark elf had behaved, drinking and eating whatever we gave 
him but never giving us anything in return except his continued 
survival. It would be enough. 

“Gavan Ylamil, you have been marked by House Storm. You are 
free to go.” 

Without a word, he turned and walked south into the Rundil Pass. 
The watchers would find him soon enough, and being a threat to no 
one, he’d be escorted home. 

Feth him. 

The elf had been plenty vocal with a blackblade in his hands. That 
violent life had ended, and he’d moved on. Dark elves traveled the 
lightest of us all. 

“Let’s backtrack,” | said, pointing west. 

Runa spun her horse and raced back over the Trespass bridge. We 
would take the plains, running due north past Lake Haven before 
turning east along a well-packed road. It would allow us to travel day or 
night, staying ahead of dark elf trackers and rogue demons. 

Or so we thought. 


Four days north of Trespass and halfway to the Queen’s Hold, we 
crossed the Rundil River again, veering northeast to reach a 
crossroads that sat among a ruined city named Onder. The bones of 
the ruin were far larger than the last. It had been a hub of trade like 
Bridgeton. Empty livestock pens and warehouses still stood in their 
decay, and perhaps that was the last straw. 

The landscape was a trap. There was a constant gray edge that 
seemed to scratch at one’s skin, a malaise that slowed my desire, and 
cloying whispers that distracted my mind from the task at hand. I’d 
experienced some bad things in my life, awful things, but this reality 
felt far worse, scoring us with its vague, invisible touch every moment 
of every day. Like Gavan Ylamil, we were becoming marked by it. 

| finally cried out, “How do you stand it?” 

Rifter knew | wasn’t talking about the rough saddles beneath us. He 
coughed and spat on the ground, “Who? Me? | don’t think anyone can 
stand being here much longer.” 


Only Runa seemed unaffected. She’d lived for years on the open 
plains, fleeing the Horde and scavenging for every scrap of life that 
she could find. There was still an important scrap missing, but she 
knew where to find it, and feth if I’d get in her way. 

Fever and Fell were becoming edgy, hearing things that weren’t 
there and constantly scanning behind us as we rode. Their constant 
diligence was both a comfort and a concern. If they were worried, | 
was doubly so. 

Always at my side, Rifter seemed to drift along in silence. He wasn’t 
trained to fight like the Harrows or ride like Runa, and he only carried a 
hunting knife for protection. His face lacked concern, and his hands 
were steady, but I’d noticed his missing appetite and the fact that he 
always sat an extra watch at night with Fever or Fell. He was trying to 
decipher a land of insanity. He had fallen into its trap, too. 

| had to do something, or we’d never make it to the Queen’s Hold, 
let alone Qreyl. All we had were each other. 

“Runa, let’s walk for a bit.” 

We’d been pushing the horses hard, looking for an oasis of 
humanity in the psychic desert of the upper Nantine plains. The least 
we could do was give them a rest and acknowledge the harsh reality 
around us. 

Runa was my sister. I’d been treating her like a stranger, and she’d 
been keeping to herself as she led the way. 

“Runa, will you be coming with us to Qreyl?” The words felt painful 
as they rolled off of my tongue. 

Runa’s face seemed to crater at the thought. “My mother told me to 
stay out of the city. She said it would steal away my heart and 
everything that made me who | am.” 

Maeve Lundin was a hard woman, a shepherd for her husband and 
her flock. She’d made decisions that no mother should ever have to 
make, yet she still existed, a pale shade of her former self. 

The thought of Runa becoming like her mother sickened me. She 
was a tough girl with a true heart. She saw past the nightmares of her 
life and held onto what she loved. | wished that | could be like her, but 
more than anything, | wished that she would persevere. 

| would make sure of it. 


“Runa, | realize that you and | are nothing alike, but we are sisters, 
and that means everything to me. | lost my younger sisters to a 
tragedy brought on by the Black Emperor, and | won't lose another. 
Ara wouldn't forgive me if | did.” 

“You want me to stay out of Qreyl?” 

“Yes. This plague has taken plenty from everyone, but we can’t 
allow it to take the best from us.” 

“But you’re going in, aren’t you? And Rifter too?” 

“What? Leave him out here with you?” | smiled, “You two would be 
married and have five children before | got back.” 

Of anyone | knew, Rifter Gaines carried a strong heart like Runa. 
He’d also lived a dangerous and challenging life and had come 
through unharmed where it mattered most. He didn’t travel lightly. 

Runa blushed profusely at my cheeky comment, and | realized how 
terribly lonely she was. She felt the plague every bit as hard as |, but 
achingly, she couldn’t show it. She’d never had the chance until now. 

Rift instantly came to her rescue, “Ayla, how could you say that? 
You know | always wanted six kids.” 

Fever coughed, “Seven,” and Fell won the bidding with, “Ten.” 

“My brother has a good eye.” Fever Harrow seemed plenty proud of 
Fell, and so was I. 

For a moment, Runa Lundin overcame her damning isolation and 
smiled back, “Ayla Storm, only a true sister would do what you do, but 
I’ve only got one arm. How am | going to care for ten children?” 

“Methods,” said Fell. 

“Methods,” we all laughed, sending a message of rebuke to the 
barren land around us. 

The rolling plain heard us and answered, throwing up geysers of dirt 
and rock from the ditches on both sides of the road. 

“What—,” was all | could get out as my horse bolted, ripping the 
reins from my grasp and pulling me off my feet. 

Rifter fought with his mount and Runa’s. He had both horses by 
their bridle and kept their heads turned toward each other long enough 
for Runa to climb upon hers. Runa snagged a handful of mane and 
kicked her horse into motion. 

Fever picked me up and shoved me onto Rifter’s horse, screaming, 


“Go!” as he dove to the left and rolled away from a sudden flurry of 
hooked claws. 

Runa was a blur, riding up the road to safety as | leaned flat against 
the horse’s neck and hooked Rifter’s arm, dragging him forward beside 
us. Moving quickly out of the epicenter of the attack, we made it all of 
thirty yards before he let go and fell into a roll. 

Feth. 

| fought to gain control of the animal beneath me, but it was flat-out 
spooked and had taken the bit in its teeth. The best | could do was turn 
it from the road and try not to be thrown, hoping to circle back around. 

In the confusion of bucking and bolting horses, Fever and Fell had 
somehow fought their way free of the hellish nest of demonic spiders 
and ants. Almost as tall as our horses, the fiends had twisted, 
humanesque faces with far too many eyes and horny appendages. 
Their numerous legs were covered in spiny hooks. The spiders had 
longer legs, larger hooks, and translucent hair over a black hide 
compared to the ant-demons’ reddish outer shell. 

The Harrows had charged the north side of the road, using their 
new blackblades to prune back the hairy arms of the attackers. The 
elven swords were fiercely effective; their sharpness and reach 
seemed ready-made for countering the long-limbed attack. As one, the 
brothers dodged and weaved as they backed away from the nest, 
never letting themselves become pinned down. 

The bulk of the Hellions turned their attention toward Rifter. He 
stood almost defenseless in the middle of the road, waving his shiny 
hunting knife and screaming taunts at the hellish invaders. 

Idiot. 

I'd never get there. 

Feth. 

My mount ducked its head and spun, launching me sideways into 
the grassy turf. | struggled to stand, but my breath had fled, and my 
knee had twisted upon a not so gentle landing. 

A scream to my left pulled my attention back to the road as Runa 
raced like an arrow towards Rifter. She didn’t have the time or ability 
to pick him up, so she did the next best thing. 

“Run!” she screamed as her horse grazed past Rifter and leaped 


over dozens of hooked claws. She couldn't fight the demons, but she 
could certainly outride the devil. 

Rift used the distraction to gain some sense and run away, straight 
up the road to the east. Runa continued to circle, herding the pursuers, 
coaxing them off their line, and screaming to keep their attention 
focused on her faster presence. 

The Harrows ran towards me while | did my best to remain still and 
unnoticed by the Infernal mob. | drew both of my daggers just in case 
the fiends tired of chasing Runa and went after easier prey. The effect 
was immediate. The Hellions staggered, dozens of multi-jointed legs 
dancing in confusion, and they began to retreat, heading back into 
their burrows. 

Fever whistled for Rift while Fell looped his arm beneath mine and 
helped me limp down to the road. Fell seemed to count as we went, 
whispering, “Storm Sister,” with each careful step that we took. 

Runa rode up, leading Rifter's horse, and pointed east. I’d had 
enough of the beast, but Rifter mounted up first and held out his hand 
to me. We hadn't spoken a single word, | certainly couldn’t, but | 
settled in, wrapped in his arms, and sobbed as we began a slow trot 
east. 

Runa managed to gather the Harrow’s horses, one of which carried 
the extra blackblades. Our spare mount lay neglected in death back at 
the ambush site, but a mile up the road, we spotted mine patiently 
waiting for us to catch up. It had been a fine gift from the boss of 
Westlake and all the smarter for it. 

As we began another push eastward, | told the Harrows that | didn’t 
want them entering Qreyl. There was a good reason that Ara went in 
alone, and, besides, the pair had another princess to protect until we 
got back. 


Chapter 27 
The Oasis 


A cavalry detachment led by Captain Mold Ballard met us ten miles 
east of the Queen’s Hold and escorted us all the way in. The chance to 
sigh and let go of our tension helped us maintain what little energy we 
had left. My knee was swollen and sore, a constant reminder of the 
devious landscape. Rift and | took turns riding beside Runa and the 
Harrows, holding ever tighter to the friends and family that we’d 
discovered on our journey across Niantia. 

In the foothills of a northern mountain range, the Queen’s Hold 
oversaw the east-west road and a sizable, serene lake. A fresh breeze 
filled the organized Army town, pushing away the late summer's heat. 

Ballard led us into the main stronghold that provided the town its 
name. The Queen’s Hold was built as the city’s single point of defense, 
with thick stone walls and a single deep access gate. Three keeps of 
varying sizes and a busy stable surrounded the main courtyard, and 
plenty of hands met us as we struggled down from our horses. No one 
seemed to question our presence as we stood there, feeling lost. 

“Fever and Fell Harrow! Welcome!” A tall fellow came out of the 
largest keep, wearing the same dark leather armor as my brothers and 
carrying a sense of sanity in his eyes that we had left on the road far 
behind us. 

Fever did his best to make the introductions. “Pasco Gale, we’ve 
brought our new sisters from Kelton. This is Runa Lundin, the blood 
sister of Ara Storm. She’s free of the blood curse.” 

Runa, for her part, seemed in awe of the tall young man that held 
out his hand. Pasco Gale had a faint resemblance to Ara and a 


confident, comforting smile. He wore a familiar dagger on his hip, the 
physical twin of mine. 

“Mister Gale,” said Runa. 

“Pasco,” he replied. “Il can see you've traveled farther than most.” 

“Pasco, this is Ayla Storm. She sailed up from Colivar in search of 
Ara.” 

OK, there was something about those eyes as they settled on me, 
and | felt like elbowing Runa out of the way to get their complete 
attention. 

“Miss Storm, | see that you don’t travel lightly either.” Pasco pointed 
to the daggers across my chest. 

| drew the claw first, feeling it the safer move. “Ara’s wife traded me 
this one.” 

“The Bane of Gozan? How is she?” 

“Hunted. The dark elves are sorting out a new ruling bloodline and 
don’t seem to have much use for the last.” 

“Any word from our brothers Kestrel and Caolin? Ara sent them 
south, and they haven’t come back.” 

“They guard the Gray Princess in her time of need. They won't be 
coming back without her.” 

Pasco nodded, “As they should.” 

Rifter took that moment to break the man’s spell, “I’m Rifter 
Gaines.” 

Pasco shook Rifter’s hand. “You're free of the curse, too.” 

“I’m a friend of Ara’s and the consort of the Princess of Niantia.” He 
tilted his head towards me with an uncertain smile. 

Pasco only hesitated for a moment. He wasn’t fooled. “Rifter, | can 
see the truth in your eyes.” He scanned our little group. “And | can see 
you've run into some trouble. Where?” 

“Just east of Onder,” said Fever. “An ambush along the road. A nest 
of Hell-spiders and ants.” His leathers were torn in places from the 
razor-sharp hooks of demons. Fell wore more of the same, as did the 
hinds and hides of some of our horses. 

“Those beasts can run. How did you get away?” 

| drew my second dagger. “This. It seemed to scare them away.” 

Pasco drew his own fang-dagger. The two weapons appeared 


identical but couldn’t be more different in their aura and menace. “You 
carry a dangerous soul. Be careful how you wield it, Princess.” 

“The dagger?” said Rifter. 

“Yes, though I’m sure that you know better.” 

Fell held out his hand, “Brother, our trip has been long.” 

Fever followed his brother’s gesture. 

Pasco carefully pierced the skin of their palms, drawing forth red 
blood and puffs of black smoke in an unsettling display. 

| held out my hand, the one with the neat, rosy scar. “Me, too.” 

Fell agreed, “Storm sister.” 

As a puff of smoke erupted from my palm, Pasco’s eyes went wide. 
“You carry the curse?” 

A leaden weight seemed to disintegrate from my mind at that 
moment. | clenched my hand, squeezing out the blood as it dripped 
onto the courtyard’s cobbles. “You can call it whatever you like.” 

Pasco turned his gaze back to Runa. “Runa Lundin, who took your 
arm?” 

Runa stared at the ground, “Careck.” 

“Careck’s ashes are buried behind the keep, right beneath the 
sewage duct.” Pasco offered her his arm, “Welcome to the Queen’s 
Hold.” 


We were given rooms, baths, and beds. Skipping dinner, | didn’t 
wake up until the following morning with Rifter pounding on my door. 
Pasco had an important meeting planned and wanted us to join him in 
the dining room for breakfast. 

Feth. | could barely walk, but my head felt clearer than it had in 
months. We’d reached the last leg of our journey, and | was suddenly 
faced with choices | didn’t want to consider, let alone make. 

| watched Rift carefully as he helped me down the stairs. The sleep 
had done him good, and | couldn’t help but stop and kiss him before 
the day took its toll. 

“What was that for?” he said. 

“| don’t want to lose you.” 

“We’re only halfway to breakfast, but I’m sure we'll both make it.” 

“You followed me here. Why?” 


“You’re kidding, right? | mean, how couldn’t you know?” 

“When?” | said. 

“When what?” 

“When did it happen?” | gripped his arm tightly. “Now, you’re the 
one that’s kidding me if you don’t know what I’m talking about.” 

Rift smiled, and | knew I’d like his answer. 

“On our second date, when | carried you back to the Duke’s Hold, 
you fell asleep and drooled all over my arm. All | could think of was 
how great our third date would be, never dreaming it would be in the 
middle of a squall or that it would involve excessive amounts of vomit 


” 


| placed my fingers on his lips, “In Duke Asketil’s courtyard. You 
saw what | saw, and you didn’t turn away.” 

“Inseparable,” he replied. 

“Rift, about that. We have a lot to talk about today.” Now that we 
were getting close, | didn’t want him going any further. | wanted him to 
be here when | got back. 

When we finally limped into the dining hall, the room was half full, 
with Nantine officers, staff, and a few familiar faces. Runa was sitting 
beside Pasco Gale, across from Fever and Fell Harrow. 

| steered Rifter toward another busy table and enjoyed the surprise 
on everyone’s face. Yseria Warric wrestled Walker Grey for the chance 
to give me the first hug. She won easily. 

Behind them, Cressida Storm waited patiently, looking as haggard 
as everyone else, but only just so. Being broodkin, I’d shared her pain 
and knew it intimately. That she seemed to have healed was a course 
in miracles for me. A mismatched pair of brothers stood beside her, 
and | knew they’d be trouble by the look in the taller man’s eye. 

“Tumo, I’ve found your limp. You should see if she can teach you to 
ride a horse.” 

Cress grabbed the young man by the shirt and dragged him 
forward. “Ayla, this is Jack Wise, and that is my brother Tumo Storm. 
Some days, when he’s behaving, Jack is also my brother. They’ve 
helped me heal.” 

They certainly had. Our brood bonds still existed and showed me a 
completely new woman. The obliterating pain and emptiness were 


gone, leaving a new world within her. 

“Cress, | wish Ara were here to see you now.” 

“That’s the topic of the day, isn’t it? Pasco Gale wants to decide on 
next steps. Um, who’s your friend?” 

“Rifter Gaines, this is Cressida Storm. She’s another of Ara’s 
sisters. Rifter is the son of the boss in Hamport.” 

“And Bridgeton?” said Cress. 

“I’ve left it in capable hands.” 

“Do | need to visit any of those cities?” Cress pursed her lips and 
searched my eyes. 

Suddenly, | had an older and utterly dangerous sister. | took Rifter’s 
hand, “No, not yet, but I’ll let you know if they don’t behave.” 

A brilliant idea sprang to my mind. “Cress, have you met Runa 
Lundin? She’s Ara’s sister and the daughter of the boss in Kelton. Her 
blood doesn’t carry the curse.” 

“Then, she’s the rarest of us all.” 

“Without a doubt.” 


Pasco began the meeting after making all the introductions twice 
over. Between brothers, sisters, and Army officers, | did my best to 
keep everyone straight. | met Pasco’s brother, Dak Hays, and Hani 
Thule, the daughter of a Nantine Army Colonel. Miss Thule stuck to 
Dak like glue and kept her thoughts to herself. She’d been in the thick 
of it far too long if you asked me. 

The Army was a fraction of its original size. A consolidated infantry 
brigade of about five hundred men and a company of light cavalry still 
resided at the Queen’s Hold. They had helped destroy the Damogir’s 
Horde but would be nothing more than a garrison force for whichever 
stronghold needed them most. Most of the Nantine’s cavalry was off 
riding escort duty for caravans from the east coast. 

The Emperor’s Horde, as it was known, still encircled Qreyl. Captain 
Ballard had recently scouted the caldera’s outer rim and placed the 
Horde at close to ten thousand demons. Nobody knew its purpose, as 
if it needed one. 

Pasco Gale didn’t have any trouble keeping track of everybody and 
seemed to have an innate sense of the issues and concerns that filled 


the dining room. He was a natural at steering the discussion towards a 
decision. For a large family meeting, his skill was priceless. 

Beginning with Cressida Storm, we learned of her new placement 
as governor of Citadel, her need for a stronger garrison, and her desire 
to borrow the fang-dagger that Pasco carried. Jack Wise and Tumo 
Storm were immensely taken with their new sister and would be 
sticking with her whether she got what she needed or not. 

The fact that Citadel existed on the Fuga side of the border made it 
an easy sell for the army. They would send half of their contingent 
south and rotate postings every few months to preserve the well-being 
of the heavy infantry. The soldiers were survivors of Bastian and 
deserved the chance to recover beyond the Black Emperor's reach. 

Pasco seemed torn about the fang-dagger. It was a gift from Ara 
meant to preserve the sanity of his newfound brothers. To have it out 
of the hands of the Prince’s Guard was too much to ask, so he decided 
to send it south with Dak Hays and Hani Thule. It would allow them to 
see Cressida’s Citadel and gauge its usefulness, and Hani could track 
down her mother and brothers. Dak, for his part, seemed to be the 
most normal of the many brothers. His softer edge might be helpful 
when dealing with the court in Fugaku. 

The second issue discussed was the plight of Raven Ylamil-Storm. 
Kestrel and Caolin were with her, wherever she might be, and Yseria 
thought perhaps it was best if Raven merely disappeared for a year. It 
had been five months since the death of the dark elf King, leaving 
another seven dangerous months before the Bastian succession would 
be resolved. 

Having seen the state of things, | knew better. “Yseria, she’s being 
hunted. You must find her and get her someplace out of reach of the 
dark elves.” 

“Where would that be?” 

“Citadel. Cress can control the gates, and the threat of demons will 
keep outsiders to a minimum. Raven’s never been there and has no 
reason to go. It should provide the security she needs.” 

“Why not Kelton? It’s equally remote.” 

“The elves were already there. Do you know Gavan Ylamil?” 

“Of course. He’s one of Andarion’s older brothers.” 


“Well, he killed Duke Asketil, and we may have carved him up a bit.” 

“Methods.” 

| nodded at Fell, future father of ten. “The Harrows have their own 
princess to guard from now on, but they could do that just as easily in 
Citadel as Kelton if Runa doesn’t object.” 

| Knew it would protect those three from the endless hunger of 
Niantia, and if they could eventually help protect Raven, all the better. 

Cress sniffed it out first. “Ayla, what did you mean by ‘carved him up 
a bit?” 

“Fever and Fell unhanded Gavan, literally, and | wrote a message 
for the powers in Bastian with this.” | drew my claw-dagger and 
showed off the dried blood on its tip. “Gavan Ylamil and his crew were 
there to kill me as a message to Ara. | took offense and his right eye 
as payment. He was marked and delivered, still breathing, to the 
Rundil Pass.” 

“She’s gone soft,” said Rifter. 

Yseria hid her smile, “I wonder why.” 

| ignored that remark, “Sorrow is with Raven. Perhaps that will help 
you track her down.” 

Yseria couldn’t resist, “Paladin Grey, does that sword of yours still 
work?” 

“Ber’yl is just fine, though she could use a polish if your offering. In 
the meantime, I’m all for protecting Lady Ylamil. The weather on this 
side of the mountains really isn’t all that pleasant.” 

That brought us to the last topic. 

“Rifter and | have a date in the city of Qreyl. How do we get in?” 

Pasco didn’t hesitate, “Ayla, you’re not going to Qreyl. Ara told us to 
stay away.” 

If | didn’t know better, I’d say he was mad, big brother mad, but | 
didn’t have a ready answer. The reason for my trip seemed to have 
fallen out of my pocket along the way. 

Rifter nudged me back to life. 

“Pasco, my brother wasn’t entirely sane when he said that, was 
he?” 

Across the table, Runa was shaking her head, forcing Pasco to 
reconsider his argument. He waited for my explanation. 


“Look at us, sitting here, huddling together under a diabolical fugue. 
We survive because we stick together, prodding hearts and making 
sure they still beat for those around us. In this cruel environment, 
distance kills. Separation is a death sentence.” 

Pasco’s confident eyes finally stumbled on uncertainty. “Then why 
did Ara go into Qreyl alone?” 

“Exactly. It's Death Valley or the Dungarr Drip all over again. Yseria 
or Walker Grey can tell you more about those places, but in each case, 
Ara barely survived and was completely lost for a time afterward.” 

Pasco stared into my eyes, trying to decipher the meaning of it. He 
harbored his own fears. “After all these months, how do you know that 
he’s OK?” 

“| know that he’s not, but | also know he will eventually win. That’s 
another thing he does. I’m going in to make sure he finds his way 
home.” 

“And why are you dragging Rifter into this?” 

It was a fair question. 

| offered the simplest of many reasons, “Because I’m too scared to 
go in alone.” 

Pasco could see that wasn’t the whole truth, and | could see him 
gauging his next concern. He drew his dagger and examined the tip. 
Some of that dried blood was mine. A curse within a curse would be 
torturous, but he held his tongue. 

Finally, Yseria stood up and took one of the two blackblades off her 
back. “This is Raven’s sword, Jalon. Please give it to Ara when you 
find him.” 

| nudged Fever Harrow. He brought down our extra blackblades and 
passed them out as gifts to the other brothers present. Even Pasco got 
one. 

“How will we get inside?” | said. 

Pasco pointed to my chest. “You carry the key to the city right 
there.” He went on to explain how Rifter could use the claw-dagger to 
pass as a Get of the Damogir. Nobody would dare question the holder 
of such a relic in the Emperor’s city. 

Pasco had a knack, a charisma not found in the other brothers, and 
he used our feelings of isolation as a motivation. “We'll all go with you 


to Branoc, the gate-town of Qreyl, but nobody goes inside except you 
two. We’ll see you safely to the outer gate before everyone else 
departs for their missions. | will remain in Branoc until you come out.” 

That ended the discussion for the day. Having been apart for 
months, the Prince’s Guard was eager to train with their exotic blades. 
We'd all be riding east in the morning for Qreyl. 


Chapter 28 


Last Date 


| gave Talon and the empty claw-dagger to Rifter. Rifter wasn’t a 
swordsman. He was barely passable with his hunting knife for 
protection, but it didn’t matter. He only had to pretend for a moment as 
we approached the Branoc customs gate situated beneath the Qreyl 
caldera. My fang-dagger was hidden behind my back, and | slipped it 
from its sheath as Rifter flashed the claw-dagger, adding a diabolical 
weight to the busy scene. 

Agents bowed and waved us forward, our surprise appearance 
ruining their day. The Prince’s Guard and my Storm sisters waited in 
the distance, and | gave them credit for not keeling over beneath the 
foul winter that was Qreyl. 

Feth. 

Our progress up the zigzag road was hampered by slow-moving 
carts, but as we reached the upper rim, | felt like we’d arrived far too 
soon. In the crater below, giant insects, animals, and humans were 
spliced together in an unreal menagerie of madness. The date was 
over before it had begun, and we both vomited off the side of the long 
bridge. 

Rift complained, “I didn’t even get a kiss this time.” 

“Save that thought until we’re through the main gate and tell me that 
you'll forgive me, whatever happens.” 

“Those weren't the words | was hoping to hear.” 

“Rift, why didn’t Pasco Gale ask you why you were going with me?” 

“He has a rare clear sight ability. Much like Ara, Pasco can see 
emotions as easily as the truth.” 


“Are your emotions the truth?” | was terrified, grasping for 
something real before | let go. 

“In our reality, perhaps, but not here.” Rifter’s look of frustration 
mirrored my own. “It’s stifling.” 

“Don’t fight it,” | said. “Save your energy for when I'll need it the 
most.” 

“You promise?” 

| shook my head, “I’d rather plant my promises far from the gates of 
Hell.” 

We crossed the threshold of the main gate and halted in a small 
courtyard. Supply wagons rolled past us, unimpeded, into the city. 

We were met by a worn-out voice, a distant slurring, “How can | 
help?” 

Rift followed our script, “I’ve brought another maiden for the 
Damogir.” 

The gate captain bowed, “The Maiden’s Gate never closes. Shall 
we provide an escort?” 

“Yes,” | said. “That would be kind.” 

There was nothing kind to be found at that moment. | slipped off my 
fang-dagger and placed it in Rifter’s pack, being careful not to touch 
his hand or look at his face. 

Rift climbed down from his horse as | hid behind mine. “Ayla—” 

“Captain, please care for my horse while | am here,” | said. 

“Certainly, Miss.” 

A handful of gate guards arrived like ghosts, their uniforms black 
with faded gold trim. The captain gave the order, and the men set off, 
guiding Rifter and me onward without another word. 

Occasional whispers filtered down the street as the local citizens 
went about their day. Kelton hadn’t seemed half as empty as Qreyl, 
and the walk felt lonely, even with Rifter by my side. He would remain 
outside the Damogir’s Hold, searching for signs of Ara while | did the 
same within it. A gigantic arena loomed ahead, and as we rounded it, 
catching sight of the central stronghold, | vomited once more. 

Rifter pointed at the arena, “One can certainly meet a nice girl in a 
big place like this. I'll be in there every morning, trying my luck.” 

| shook my head and tried to swallow the bile that kept creeping up. 


Around us, spreading like shadows, a Black Emperor lurked, and | 
dared not draw further attention to ourselves. That had been my 
original mistake, years ago and again in Hamport. | should have 
remained a ghost, unmarked by any man or beast. 

Rift’s voice brought me back, “What if he’s not in there with the 
Emperor?” 

“Where else would the Gray Prince be?” 

The long walk was over too soon. A banded wooden door swung 
open barely far enough to admit me and clicked shut before | could 
even think to turn around. Hands caressed me in the dim light, patting 
me down, gathering all of my possessions, and stealing my wits. 

“Stop your bawling. We’re not here to hurt you.” 

A black satin hood was placed over my head, closing off the dim 
light of the anteroom, and suddenly, everything was cold, as if my life 
energy were being drained away. 

“lam empty,” | said. 

The cackle of a witch filled my head, “To the victor, go the spoils.” 

| knew that voice. It was insanity and far too close for comfort. 

“Feth,” | spat, wetting the hood even more. Water flooded into my 
mouth, and | coughed until | vomited again. 

“Now you are empty,” someone chuckled behind me. 

Beneath the hood, a fire burned, circling my head until it settled in 
my side. | felt paralyzed, suffocated, and ready to drown beneath the 
frozen waves of a vast Black sea. Everything up to this moment had 
been a mistake, and | knew what Ara had experienced in his final 
moments. He had never found peace, and neither would |. 

Feth it all. 

The witch had won. 


The door hadn’t boomed or slammed or shuddered. A simple click, 
followed by another, and Ayla Storm was gone. The date had ended 
like all of the others, and Rifter loved her for that as much as anything. 
He walked away across the empty plaza and looped twice around the 
massive arena, feeling lost as the meaning of inseparable faded from 
his mind. 

Qreyl was immense and utterly oppressive. The population seemed 


to move like a mindless herd, guided in their tasks with little to share 
from person to person. Ayla’s family had called it the Infernal plague, 
and paired with the Horde outside, it could only be viewed as the end 
of the world, with one simple click and then another. 

Feth it all. 

Rifter followed the guard escort back to the main gate and trailed 
the ever-present long line of wagons into what could only be known as 
the Warehouse District. His travel pack wasn’t the issue, but the knife 
on his belt and the blackblade across his back drew plenty of attention. 

This wasn’t Hamport, and he needed to stop acting like he owned 
the place. It wasn’t like he would fit in with the locals and their pale, 
blank faces. He couldn't tell if he was pissing anyone off or stepping on 
toes with his armed appearance, so he kept on walking and followed 
the smell of hot food into the Gray Lion Pub. 

The bouncer, a heavyset man named Kepler, let him in and pointed 
to an empty table in the middle of the room. Interlopers didn’t get to 
choose. Before Rifter could finish stacking his travel pack on a chair, 
he was joined by another. 

The man placed two ales on the table between them and introduced 
himself, “I’m Buran.” 

“Rifter Gaines. I’m new in town.” 

“We figured that you’d show up eventually. How do you want to do 
this?” 

“Do what? Don’t tell me | have to cook the food.” 

Buran pointed at my weapons. “You're obviously not here for the 
food.” 

“’m here because I’m hungry and because it’s only polite to 
introduce oneself before there’s any confusion about how well | can 
cook.” 

“We don’t get random visitors. Floyd usually scares them off with his 
crossbow.” 

“I can’t say that I’ve met Floyd, but | don’t like him already. Anyone 
else that | should avoid?” 

“Stay out of Kepler’s way. He’s the bouncer, and he’s never happy. 
He used to be the boss until Dania took over.” 

“And he’s still living ?” 


“We can’t be killing everyone when the Emperor is doing such a fine 
job of it.” 

Rifter frowned. This was looking like a dead end. “Can | meet the 
boss?” 

“Why?” said Buran. 

“I’m looking for someone, and | want to know what you meant by 
you were expecting me.” 

“Show me your dagger. Do it slowly.” 

Rifter complied. 

“Why does it have blood on it?” 

“It’s a dagger. It's supposed to have blood on it.” 

“Does it have a name?” 

“| don’t know. It was a gift.” 

“From whom?” 

“My girlfriend. Know her?” 

“No.” Buran returned the dagger and slid over one of his two ales, 
telling the room around them to relax. 

“You never answered my question,” said Rifter. 

“What question?” A spare, somewhat older woman took a seat 
between the two men. She set her claw-dagger on the table. Her 
face’s smooth skin clashed with the strands of gray in her hair. 

Buran hurried through the introductions, “Dania the Gray, the boss 
of Qreyl, this is Rifter Gaines, a hungry visitor. He carries a twin.” 

Dania nodded to Buran, sending him back to the bar counter. 

Rifter placed his dagger back on the table beside the woman’s 
weapon. Except for the dried blood markings, they were identical. 
“Does this make us enemies or allies?” 

“Whose blood is on your dagger?” 

“A dark elf assassin’s, but don’t think for a moment that | put it 
there. How about yours?” 

Dania cracked a smile at his candor. “It carries the blood of the 
Damogir and Ara Storm, but don’t think for a moment that | put it 
there.” 

“I'd like to know why you were expecting me.” 

“You belong to the Gray Prince.” 

“| don’t belong to anybody, except his little sister, maybe, but I’m 


guessing you’ve met him and come to an agreement.” 

The gift of the claw-dagger implied that the Gray Prince had been 
hard at work. 

“I’m his sister from another mother. He made me the boss of Qreyl.” 

The test was simple. Rifter picked up his dagger and offered to 
trade it for Dania’s. 

The woman grabbed hers from the table, holding it close to her 
chest. The right blood was everything in her line of work. She 
shrugged off Rifter’s smile, “I’m attached to this one.” 

“You seem different than most around here. You react with feeling 
while the citizens of Qreyl act like ghosts more than people. How is 
that?” 

“They hide from the plague like my brother hides from me.” 

That made little sense to Rifter. He knew that only one thing in this 
world would truly terrify Ara Storm, and even then, he’d rather fight 
than skulk. “You're a witch?” 

Dania nodded. 

“Where is Ara Storm?” 

“| don’t know.” Not entirely true. 

Rifter was growing weary. He placed his hands flat on the table and 
studied the woman’s haunted eyes. She was Ara’s sister, without a 
doubt, and she harbored the same blood curse. Her dagger was her 
lifeline. 

“If you’re a witch, why can’t you track him by using his blood?” 

“I’ve tried, but | get nothing. He must be in another domain.” 

“He’s not in Qreyl?” 

“Qreyl is an Infernal cyclone with many layers. The demon-filled 
caldera, the plague-filled city, and in the stronghold, the eye of it all.” 

“When did you last see him?” 

“It's been weeks, maybe months.” Truth. 

“Can't you be any more specific?” 

“Time is fractured within the walls of Qreyl. How long have you been 
here?” 

Rifter realized that he didn’t have any sense of time since he’d 
walked through the main gate. “Hours. Certainly less than a day.” 

“Certainly. And if | asked you again in a week, | would get a far 


more vague response.” 

“OK. Setting your witchery aside, where do you think he is?” 

Dania’s expression was one of misery. “Incapacitated or captured 
within the eye. Under the control of the Emperor or the Damogir or 
both.” 

Rifter’s appetite was faltering at her lack of optimism. Ayla was 
locked in the stronghold, and he had no idea how to get her out. 

Feth. 

“Dania, what was your brother like? Did he seem like he was all 
there?” 

“You're asking me if he was crazy?” 

“Did he seem troubled?” 

“He seemed like a Black sorcerer on a mission to end the world, 
and yet, he took the time to act like my brother and heal me. Under the 
circumstances, I'd say he was the sanest of anyone here.” 

“Did he talk to his dagger?” 

“No, not that | saw, but he examined this one. Told me its name was 
Kinjo, another half-brother of ours destroyed by the Emperor.” 

“Did he mourn the loss?” 

“He mourned many things. He seemed to have lost plenty in coming 
here.” 

“And yet, he found you.” Rifter knew that was something Ayla would 
say. She had a way of unlocking the truth. 

Ara had formed a connection with this gaunt woman at a time when 
he’d severed all the rest. In the middle of a storm, he’d reached out for 
someone. He was still present, human, marking a path on which he 
could return. 

Dania mourned her way through each blurry day, clinging to her 
dagger and the invisible connection it imparted. She needed a trail to 
follow as much as the determined young man. 

Her first step was a confession. “I was there, and | still don’t know 
what happened to him. | pushed him away. He fell into the city’s 
reservoir and was gone.” 

Rifter knew it was the truth, and it didn’t take Pasco Gale to know 
how the witch woman felt. “Show me.” 


The hood was gone. Where did it go? Could they bring it back? 

“This one is young. She'll be the first and last of the Damogir’s 
night.” 

“You think the Damogir will notice her age when we’re done with 
her?” 

“Hold on, little one. We're still getting you dressed.” 

Two men sewed me into my dress while a third, an old woman, kept 
watch. She had a bucket of brushes and paints and limited patience for 
the work that went on before her. 

“Before the world ends, you two. I’m the one to hide her age, not 
you, and make sure she can still breathe before you leave.” 

On the table to my right, a glass of wine stood empty, and a whisper 
of wool seemed to cloud my vision. Everything had a fuzzy look about 
it. It was completely distracting, and | guessed that was the point of 
whatever drug I’d been given. 

“Now hold still. I've got nine more beauties just like you, waiting 
down the hall. The balls on that bastard are never empty.” 

The woman barely avoided catastrophe. She slapped a towel 
across my mouth and held it there until | was done discarding the wine. 
“You are young. We'll have to brush your teeth again.” 

A floor-length mirror showed a brunette beauty staring back at me. 
The heels of my shoes added inches to my height, and my black hair 
was adorned with a bright gold ribbon. My lips were unnaturally red, 
and the dusty tan of the Nantine plains had been scrubbed away, 
replaced with gold dust and finely powdered coal. Every detail 
complemented the tight black gown with gold trim. 

“Carry your shoes until you get to the dining hall. | don’t want you 
falling down and tearing that dress. That’s the Damogir’s job.” 

She blotted my eyes and cursed, and | wondered how she didn’t 
choke on a tongue like that. 


If it weren’t for the dark twist of his soul, the Damogir would have 
been appealing to any woman there, well, except for the evening’s 
looming schedule of forced couplings. The rapist appeared young, 
strong, twentyish, and handsome, with a sardonic smile. Nothing could 
be worse. 


The table was filled with food, wine, and more wine in a crass bid to 
gloss over the reason for the gathering. To call it a date would be 
obscene, but that is what it was to the ruler of Niantia. He dated and 
mated a dozen women at a time and moved on to the next batch, 
keeping his bloodline full of worthy warm bodies. If that wasn’t bad 
enough, | was seated immediately to the man’s left, near the head of 
the long table. The servants called it the place of honor, but | knew 
better. 

| hadn’t intended to drink the wine, but | wasn’t that brave. Before 
being marched in and seated to the Damogir’s liking, we’d all been 
warned about being on our best behavior and the consequences of 
being uncooperative. The Damogir hadn't eaten or imbibed anything. 
Perhaps, that was due to the Get of the Damogir waiting at the dining 
room door. 

I'd thought one suitor was enough. We all had, and now a second, 
one that shouldn't even exist if the rumors were true, wanted to get in 
line. By the way the other women were refilling their glasses, | could 
see they’d figured that out, too. 

The worst part about it was the familiar look on the Damogir’s face 
and, even more so, the creature by the door. Color in Ara’s gray hair 
with a healthy brown, plaster over his haunted eyes, and layer on a 
calm, cool smile, and you'd have a good idea of my after-dinner date. 
Of course, you’d also have to wrestle away his usual spate of 
weapons, replacing them with clean, unblemished steel, and add a few 
overwrought armor facings, but it was a handsome look. | loathed him 
even more for it. 

The House steward left, setting the scene back into a hazy motion. 
The uninvited Get circled the room like a lion, scanning his prey and 
watching the eyes of the Damogir. Full of menace, he was a challenger 
as he moved in on the Emperor’s territory, and | was intrigued. Before | 
knew it, | was being guided to the far end of the long table and placed 
beside the overly familiar face. If only my brother were here to set the 
impostor straight. 

| did my best to avoid more wine and searched the eyes of the 
women across the table, feeling their pity as much as their scorn. 

Feth. Look in the mirror, bitches. 


Knowing the pain it would bring me, the Damogir watched us, 
savoring the scene. His tailors had been right. I'd be his first and last 
victim of the night. 

The challenger thought himself a flirt, picking at my life for common 
ground. He had been reborn as a Get of the Damogir, a beast more 
devil than man. It had cost him his family in doing so, yet he looked 
none the worse for it. 

Feth him. I'd lost everything, too. 

“You, sir, are so like my brother. But it is already far too late for 
that.” 

The man seemed upset by my remark. He leaned forward and 
kissed me, flipping my world upside down. “And yet you survived. | 
have met your brother. He asks that you forgive him.” 

| searched his eyes, begging for the truth. “When have you last 
seen him?” 

“Why, only this morning, we shared a hot bath.” He toyed with me, 
and | toyed back, twisting the ribbon in my hair, desperately wanting to 
break the Emperor’s curse that had destroyed us both. 

“Dear Lady, when was the last time you saw your brother?” His 
voice was smooth, almost gravel-free. 

“It’s been six months. My brother leads a complicated life.” 

He nodded toward the head of the table and the frowning Damogir, 
“| hope that devil remembers you.” 

“And why is that?” 

“Your brother leads a woefully complicated life, and yet he has 
returned.” He slipped his arm around my waist, and, pulling me close, 
he whispered in my ear, “You aren’t the same woman that you were 
before, Ayla’sen. Put away your fears and know that you will be 
healed.” 

And just like that, the spell was broken. 

| found myself leaning against my brother Ara, staining his leather- 
clad arm with my tears. We were in the eye of the storm, but the 
coastline had come into sight. 


The reservoir disappeared into the distance. The dim light showed 
us a pile of used clothing and leather armor, some worn boots, and 


nothing more. No weapons, no Ara. 

There was blood, somewhat diluted but smelling of iron, on the shirt 
and one of the leathers. Ara had bled through a hole in his side. Rifter 
showed Dania the hole and waited. 

“| didn’t do that. | swear.” She hadn't. 

Rifter could see it as clearly as the blood-stained rim of the 
immense pool. “What is this place? There’s more here than just water.” 

“The stronghold is directly above us, maybe a half-mile. We are in 
the eye. We shouldn’t stay here long.” 

“Why not?” said Rifter. 

“The Emperor controls this domain.” 

“Did he stab Ara?” 

“| don’t know. | doubt it. Ara had bested him that day.” Dania 
touched her claw-dagger. 

“The reservoir supplies the city above?” 

“Yes, there are pumps and exits everywhere.” 

Rifter saw the clues. “There is another player in this diabolical 
game. Let’s get out of here before they find us.” 

It was morning when they finally emerged beside a fountain in the 
Warehouse District. Along with the central reservoir, the city covered a 
deep collection of gemstone mines, crypts, and tunnels, each owned 
by the Black yet managed by the Gray. A thick haze hung over Qreyl 
as if the stones of the buildings and houses were slowly dissolving 
along with its people. A stream of wagons rolled on relentlessly 
nearby. 

“You're lucky. We've missed the long night.” 

Rifter had thought they’d only been down there a few hours at most. 
Now, he was late. “I need to get to the arena. I’m supposed to meet 
someone.” 

“Who?” 

“Another Storm sister, hopefully.” Rifter wasn’t all that sure if Ayla 
would be there this morning, or tomorrow, or the next day, but it 
wouldn't hurt to check. He would go there a hundred days in a row if 
that’s what it took to see her again. 

As large as the arena was, Rifter would never have found it through 
the fog without Dania’s help. 


They descended past tiered rows of benches and hopped down onto 
the wide field. As a central gathering point for the city, the arena had, 
on rare occasions, hosted a sanctioned blood sport to determine the 
new Get of the Damogir. The victors would be given a relic from a 
death-demon incarnate and ascend to power with a shard of the 
Kjaira’s soul chained around their heart. At one end of the field, a 
demonic altar waited in a sizable alcove with a stone bathtub and 
plenty of chaotic writings on the wall above it. 

“Ara seemed to visit this place often in the short time he was here. 
He said that the altar still worked.” 

Rifter could see the worry on Dania’s face. “Is it safe to be here?” 

“Demons don’t randomly jump out of that tub if that’s what you’re 
asking.” 

“But?” said Rifter. 

“But | don’t like the feel of this morning’s haze. It should be 
dissipating, and it’s not. It feels like the plague has _ thickened, 
physically manifesting around us.” 

Rifter kicked at the turf. “There’s still grass beneath our feet. Let’s 
wait a while, but maybe not too close to the altar.” 

Up in the stands, a desperate, piercing squawk sounded, making 
the pair jump. 

Dania grabbed Rifter’s arm. “What the feth was that?” 

“You're asking me? You live here. I’m only visiting.” 

The pair ran toward the center of the arena field, trying to make out 
whatever was hiding in the fog around them. 

Dania whispered, “Are you any good with that blade?” 

Behind them, a black shape moved silently through the mist. 
Another shape tracked the first. 

“Not at all.” 

“Feth,” said Dania. 

“Rift!” 

Rifter soun and staggered back. His arms were wrapped around a 
smaller, ghoulish-looking creature, one that made all sorts of 
unintelligible noises. He knew he couldn't fight it off. He didn’t even try. 


Who uses charcoal anymore? My hands were coated, trying to get 


the black dust out of my eyes, and | couldn’t imagine what my face 
looked like. OK, maybe | could. I'd seen all the other women huddled 
together in the salon, waiting to be called back into the dining room 
after the evening’s interruption. A mirror of my own, their wet faces had 
run with once-perfect paint, powder, and dust. | doubted the Damogir 
would even have noticed. 

| pressed my face into the damp fabric of Rift’s shirt. The morning 
mist had lingered, soaking into our clothes and leaving the grass 
covered with dew beneath my bare feet. | tried to speak. Rift kept his 
eyes closed as he grabbed my chin and kissed me. He didn’t stop 
when the woman beside us screamed. 

Smart boy. 

The night’s terror had fled, and | ached beyond anything I’d ever 
known for Rifter’s true touch. 

Ara stepped out of the fog, looking his real age for once, “I thought 
you said he was your consort, but it looks like he’s been promoted.” 
Appearing as harried and lost as usual, Ara still offered a far more 
perfect picture than his time spent as the Gray Prince. 

He’d returned from a confrontation with the Damogir, and, fearing a 
return to the evening’s agenda, several women in the Damogir's salon 
had swooned as Ara walked in. Needing to be sure, | had done the 
only thing | could, slapping him across the face. He had smiled in 
return, and I'd kissed him to let him know we were even. He hadn’t 
taken offense to either gesture nor had he balked as | dragged him out 
of the Damogir’s Hold in search of Rifter. Whatever the Prince of 
Niantia needed to do, it could wait. 

I'd found my brother. My mission was almost complete, but Rifter 
still had one step to go before our date was over. As my breathing 
settled down, he gently moved me aside, smiled, and coldcocked Ara, 
leaving him sprawled out on the turf. 

Don't tell me he didn’t see that coming. 


Bar Sinister 


Vengeance 


The place was almost empty. Nobody had repaired the shattered 
front door, and | could almost taste the Hellfire waiting for me outside. 
Hellfire can be patient. Who knew? 

Two hulking shapes remained at the bar counter, hunched over 
their foul-smelling drinks. Newly replanted in the bar, a broadsword 
crowed out its rage while the two long-lost fiends drank the night away. 
Sadly, their third, more deadly drinking companion was nowhere to be 
seen. 

“What do you want?” The far larger of the two, the warlord, turned 
around, looming with horns scraping the beams overhead. 

“Vengeance,” | replied. 

| could sense their varied reactions. Confirming my suspicions, 
neither asked what for or why, but the warlord was far more eager to 
hear my offer. They both knew what was at stake. Vengeance, 
forgiveness, weapons, or souls. In the Infernal Domain, they were all 
one and the same. 

“You think that you have been wronged?” 

The tavern door hadn’t busted itself wide open by itself, but that was 
beside the point. House Storm was at stake, and so was Hal-Raekorn. 

“It is time we leveled our accounts,” | said. “You will pay the price for 
all of my future transactions. | will send you a sword. You will send it 
back to me with its owner incarnate.” 

“And what will | get in return?” 

| had nothing to hide in that regard. “A way out of here.” 

The other demonlord turned around. I’d met the fiend before and 


knew it wouldn’t object. 

The Infernal Cycle spun at a rate chosen by the High Prince of Hell. 
The Master of Unreality decided which players roamed the board and 
how close each got to the center. It was high time that | did the same. 


Coming Next: 


Vigil Storm 


